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I 

"  BETTER,"  wrote  Solomon,  "  a  child  wise  and  poor 
Than  a  king  old  and  foolish,  who  no  more 
Will  be  admonished."     Also  it  may  be  read 
In  the  same  book  of  Solomon  :  "  I  said, 
I  will  be  wise  ;  but  it  was  far  from  me. 
Vanity  of  vanities  :  all  is  vanity ! " 
Not  idly  nor  without  cause,  but  by  rude 
Experience  and  most  strange  vicissitude 
Rebuked  and  chastened,  did  this  king  so  write 
For  mankind's  edification  and  delight ; 
As  this  true  tale  will  tell  those  patient  few 
Who  have  the  will  and  wit  to  read  it  through. 

Within  his  cedar  house  of  Lebanon, 
Beneath  the  Porch  of  Judgment,  Solomon 
Upon  his  throne  of  ivory,  gold-inlaid, 
In  all  his  glory  sat     Two  lions  of  jade, 
The  gift  of  subject  kings,  on  either  hand 
Beside  the  golden  footstool  threatening  stand. 
Below  upon  the  steps,  on  each  step  two, 
A  marvel  and  a  terror  to  the  view, 
Lay  couched  twelve  others,  lion  against  lion, 
Dread  emblems  of  the  pride  and  might  of  Zion. 
On  the  third  finger  of  his  right  hand  shone 
The  magic  ring  of  brass  and  gold,  whereon 
The  Name  of  the  Most  High  inscribed  between 
An  emerald  and  a  ruby  might  be  seen. 
And  of  this  wonder-working  ring  'tis  told 
That  whoso  kissed  the  setting  of  pure  gold 
Which  clasped  the  ruby,  forthwith  by  that  spell 


All  Angels  and  good  Spirits  could  compel 
To  do  him  service,  whomsoe'er  he  called  ; 
But  if  he  kissed  the  brass-chased  emerald, 
Could  summon  to  his  presence  from  Hell's  pit 
Whatever  evil  Jinn  might  seem  most  fit 
To  achieve  his  heart's  concealed  imagining  : 
Such  potent  witchcraft  lurked  within  this  ring. 

It  was  the  month  Bui  of  his  reign's  twelfth  year. 
Already  through  all  kingdoms  far  and  near 
The  rumour  of  his  glory  had  gone  forth, 
Of  his  might,  wisdom,  justice,  wealth  and  worth. 
At  length  complete  the  Temple  testified 
To  its  builder's  sumptuous  piety,  and  his  pride. 
Yet  large  and  generous,  nor  to  be  confined 
To  one  sole  jealous  worship  was  his  mind. 
This  the  stern  elders  of  good  David's  reign 
Viewing  with  grave  surprise  and  righteous  pain, 
Would  oft  wag  ancient  beards  and  murmuring  nod, 
Because  less  perfect  with  the  Lord  his  God 
Was  the  son's  than  the  father's  heart  had  been. 
For  first  to  gratify  his  best-loved  queen, 
The  Pharaoh  Shishak's  daughter,  at  her  prayer 
(Who  could  deny  a  suppliant  so  fair  ? 
Not  Solomon  !)  within  the  pleasure-house 
Wrhich  he  had  built  for  dalliance  with  his  spouse, 
He  bade  construct  a  little  private  shrine 
To  Theban  Ammon,  and  that  Bull  divine, 
Memphian  Apis,  and  around  the  cell 

Fair  chambers,  where  their  white-robed  priests  might  dwell, 
An  alien  troupe,  with  shaven  crown  and  chin, 
Oh  scandal !     Nor  yet  ended  there  his  sin. 
From  Rabba  with  another  gentle  bride 
Came  Milcom,  the  Ammonite  infanticide. 
To  Chemosh  next,  of  deities  most  obscene, 
Moab's  abomination,  to  the  Queen 
Of  Heaven,  moon-crowned  Sidonian  Ashtoreth, 
Who  for  her  lover  Thammuz'  wound  and  death 
Laments  with  annual  passion  each  new  Spring. 
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To  all  these  and  many  more  the  uxorious  king 
Built  altars  and  high-places,  groves  and  shrines  ; 
Nor  was  there  one  of  all  his  concubines, 
Even  the  meanest  and  the  least  esteemed, 
Who  might  not,  in  such  privacy  as  beseemed, 
Freely  adore  the  gods  of  her  own  land. 
Largeness  of  heart,  yea  even  as  the  sand 
That  is  on  the  sea-shore,  was  Solomon's. 

Throned  thus  in  pride  he  sat  and  gave  response 
In  subtle  parable,  or  proverb  terse, 
Clear  or  obscure,  in  prose  or  weightier  verse 
To  the  wise  men  of  every  race  and  clime, 
Who  to  behold  the  wonder  of  their  time, 
With  problems  and  hard  questions  infinite 
In  trial  of  his  knowledge  and  his  wit, 
Flocked  to  Jerusalem  from  far  and  near. 
Ethan  the  Ezrahite,  Asaph  the  seer, 
The  learned  sons  of  Mahol,  Heman  named, 
Chalcol  and  Darda,  throughout  Israel  famed 
For  medical  and  astrologic  lore, 
Agur  and  Lemuel,  these  and  many  more, 
Egyptian  sorcerers,  Babylonian  mages, 
India's  holiest,  most  emaciate  sages, 
Their  dark  enigmas  each  in  turn  propounded, 
And  each  in  turn  withdrew,  shamed  and  confounded 
By  wisdom  so  much  vaster  than  their  own, 
That  to  its  godlike  glance  all  things  unknown 
Or  known  on  Earth,  in  Heaven  or  Hell  concealed, 
Seemed  the  same  instant  naked  and  revealed. 

The  crowd  stood  listening  with  amazement  dumb, 
Or  murmured  with  discreet  admiring  hum  ; 
For  never  had  they  heard  before  that  hour 
Even  Solomon  himself  with  such  a  power 
And  plenitude  of  eloquence  dispute, 
Nor  with  such  subtlety  and  grace  confute 
His  interlocutors.     Yet  the  crowd's  applause, 
Though  it  might  flatter,  was  not  the  sole  cause 
Of  so  superb  and  brilliant  a  display. 
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At  his  right  hand  there  sat  enthroned  that  day 
The  Queen  of  Sheba,  Balkis,  his  high  guest, 
Arrived  that  same  forenoon  on  venturous  quest, 
From  her  far  realm  o'er  desert  league  on  league 
Guided,  in  scorn  of  peril  and  fatigue, 
By  ardent  hope  with  her  own  mouth  to  sip 
The  wine  of  knowledge  from  the  golden  lip 
Of  Wisdom's  cup,  and  therein  quench  her  thirst 
Yet  would  she  test  that  far-famed  vintage  first 
With  jealous  palate  and  experienced  taste, 
Nor  seem  to  praise  with  ill-considering  haste. 
This  in  his  wisdom  Solomon  divined  : 
(No  subtler  judge  than  he  of  woman's  mind  :) 
So  without  stint  poured  forth  his  very  best 
To  amaze  and  captivate  his  learned  guest, 
Till  all  the  more  she  longed  with  anxious  zest, 
Yet  now  half  feared,  to  commune  with  the  King 
In  privacy  and  freedom  of  each  thing, 
Wise  or  unwise,  that  lay  within  her  heart. 
Behind  the  press,  unnoticed  and  apart, 
A  venerable  old  man  had  stood  some  while 
Leaning  upon  his  staff.     A  weary  smile 
Over  his  sun-tanned  face  would  come  and  go, 
Responding  to  the  ceaseless  ebb  and  flow 
Of  knowledge,  ignorance,  wisdom  and  wise  folly, 
A  kindly  smile  and  shrewd,  yet  melancholy. 
Outlandish  were  his  features,  high  cheek-bones, 
Eyes  long  and  narrow,  dark  like  sardian  stones. 
His  scanty  beard  in  whitening  wisps  strayed  down 
Over  his  threadbare,  travel-faded  gown. 
He  seemed  one  born  'neath  far-off  unknown  skies  : 
Yet  in  his  calm  demeanour  and  strange  eyes, 
And  in  the  large  composure  of  his  face, 
A  gentle  majesty,  a  pensive  grace 
Told  of  a  mind  harmonized  and  made  free 
By  contemplation  of  the  restless  sea,  , 
Of  men  and  things  that  change  and  pass  away, 
Grandeur  and  ruin,  ripeness  and  decay. 
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While  thus  before  the  throne  of  Israel's  king 
Aloof  he  stood,  watching  and  listening, 
His  mind  set  forth  far  otherwhere  to  roam, 
And  once  more  in  the  fair  land  of  his  home, 
At  Hao,  his  imperial  capital, 
Enthroned  within  his  spacious  palace  hall 
Mid  columns  of  the  fragrant  nanmu  tree, 
He  sat  and  hearkened  with  grave  courtesy 
To  his  sage  elders  met  in  deep  debate 
Before  their  young  king  on  affairs  of  state, 
And  the  arts  of  wise  and  righteous  governing  : 
For  he  too  in  his  life  had  been  a  king ; 
Till  in  old  age  grown  weary  of  his  throne, 
In  quest  of  wisdom  he  set  forth  alone 
Journeying  with  staff  and  scrip  from  land  to  land. 
Now  before  Solomon  listening  doth  he  stand 
Aloof  in  silence,  while  sage  after  sage 
Withdrew  discomfited  in  silent  rage, 
Or  soothed  by  courteous  flattery  in  defeat ; 
(To  what  wise  man  is  not  a  king's  praise  sweet  ?) 
Till  now  at  length  no  disputant  remained 
Unsatisfied.     One  moment  silence  reigned, 
Then  to  his  guest  beside  him  the  King  turned 
And  smiled  :  with  a  quick  blush  her  fair  cheek  burned. 
Now  eager  to  conduct  her  where  alone 
They  might  converse  at  leisure,  from  his  throne 
Half  had  he  risen,  when  haply  downward  glancing 
He  saw  the  stranger  through  the  throng  advancing 
Till  at  the  lowest  step  he  stood,  like  one 
Requesting  audience.     Whereat  Solomon, 
Though  inwardly  at  such  delay  he  fumed, 
Yet  with  a  patient  sigh  his  throne  resumed, 
And  signed  to  him  to  speak.     Then  the  old  man 
With  clear  and  quiet  utterance  thus  began  : 
"  O  King,  between  the  land  whence  I  am  come,* 
The  fair  and  pleasant  country  of  my  home, 
And  this  majestic  house  where  wealth  and  pride 
And  wisdom  on  thy  throne  sit  glorified, 
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Many  great  ice-helmed  mountain  ranges  stand, 
Spreads  many  a  vast  and  thirsty  tract  of  sand, 
Many  great  streams  flow  swift  and  deep  ;  yet  nought 
Could  daunt  me  from  my  purpose,  since  report 
Reached  me  of  one  who,  though  a  great  king,  yet 
On  Truth  and  Righteousness  his  heart  was  set. 
For  hard  it  seems  to  be  wise  and  a  king. 
Before  thee  thus  after  long  wayfaring 
I  come,  since  haply  of  all  men  alone  thou 
Canst  resolve  that  which  I  would  ask  thee  now  ; 
Then  homeward  will  I  turn,  for  thy  response 
Richer  than  if  all  silver,  gold  and  bronze, 
Ivory  and  apes  and  peacocks  that  are  thine, 
O  Solomon,  by  thy  bounteous  gift  were  mine, 
So  precious  is  that  knowledge  I  would  win. 
Yea,  from  thee  only  may  I  learn,  wherein 
Must  the  true  Happiness  of  a  king  be  found." 
He  ceased.     Solomon  one  moment  frowned, 
And  bit  his  lip,  then  answered  with  a  smile  : 
"  Old  man,  bold  is  thy  question,  of  a  style 
And  tenor  that  more  fitly  might  beseem 
One  himself  born  a  king.     Yet  such  a  theme 
It  well  becomes  my  royalty  to  adorn. 
There  be  three  things  which  few  of  women  born 
May  know  or  share,  yet  which  none  may  despise, 
Yea  four  noble  and  glorious  beyond  price : 
The  rapt  soul  of  the  minstrel  when  on  wings 
Of  music  and  song  lifted  it  upsprings  ; 
His  calm  bliss  to  whom  Wisdom  like  a  bride 
New-wed  unveils  her  beauty  and  her  pride  ; 
The  tranced  seer's  dream  brooding  beyond  things  seen, 
And  the  glad  heart  of  a  great  king,  or  queen," 
(Here  towards  Balkis  courteously  he  bowed. 
Again  with  a  quick  blush  her  fair  cheek  glowed.) 
"The  glad  heart  of  a  strong  king  in  that  hour 
When  first  he  knoweth  that  against  his  power 
There  is  no  rising  up,  since  far  and  near 
Upon  all  nations  round  hath  fallen  the  fear 
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Of  his  horsemen  and  chariots,  when  in  wrath 

To  chastise  and  destroy  he  goeth  forth. 

Nor  in  his  might  rejoiceth  he  alone. 

On  Justice  founded  are  his  house  and  throne, 

Stablished  in  Peace,  in  Righteousness  made  sure. 

In  the  welfare  alike  of  rich  and  poor 

Lies  his  sole  welfare,  and  in  their  content 

The  end  and  glory  of  his  government. 

Yet  though  in  all  else  fortunate  he  seem, 

Then  alone  veritably  may  I  deem 

Such  a  king  happy,  if  Heaven  withal  impart 

That  best  gift  of  an  understanding  heart 

Patiently  to  discern  'twixt  bad  and  good, 

And  judge  his  people  as  a  wise  king  should. 

Yea,  Wisdom  is  of  Happiness  the  flower : 

From  her  proceeds  all  glory,  wealth  and  power  ; 

By  her  kings  reign  ;  their  treasuries  she  doth  fill, 

Crowning  their  days  with  fame  made  durable. 

More  precious  is  her  fruit  than  most  fine  gold, 

Her  revenue  than  choice  silver.     She  of  old, 

While  yet  earth  was  not,  with  God  did  abide, 

Enthroned  from  everlasting  by  His  side. 

When  He  prepared  the  Heavens,  she  was  there ; 

And  when  the  depths  were  stablished,  and  the  air 

Spread  out  above  them,  when  the  mountains  first 

Were  moulded,  and  from  dust  lo  forth  life  burst, 

Then  as  one  brought  up  with  Him,  she  was  by." 

He  ceased,  and  gazed  like  one  in  ecstasy, 

Whose  spirit  has  flown  beyond  the  bounds  of  sense, 

So  dumb  awhile  needs  must  he  bide,  till  thence 

Wheresoever  it  be  wandering,  his  soul 

Wing  back,  like  a  tired  wild-bee  to  its  hole. 

Applauding  murmurs  broke  forth,  sank  and  died, 
While  the  ancient  stranger  gazing  round  him  sighed, 
Then  said  quietly  :  "  I  thank  thee  for  the  grace 
Of  thy  sublime  response.     May  length  of  days, 
O  Solomon,  be  thine,  that  so  perhaps, 
Though  but  for  one  brief  hour  mid  time's  swift  lapse, 
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Yea,  though  it  be  but  once  before  thou  die, 
Thy  spirit  may  touch  that  true  felicity 
Of  kings,  whereof  so  nobly,  with  such  force 
And  subtlety  thy  Wisdom  made  discourse." 

Solomon  frowned  :  the  Queen  leapt  from  her  chair, 
And  pale  with  anger  spoke  :  "Vain  fool,  beware  ! 
Slander  not  thus  with  sly  and  envious  speech 
This  wise  and  righteous  prince,  as  though  past  reach 
Of  his  humanity  lay  that  sublime 
And  perfect  bliss  of  kingliness.     O  crime 
Even  to  entertain  a  thought  so  base  !  " 
Kindled  to  novel  beauty  seemed  her  face 
By  flashing  scorn  :  so  through  storm-clouds  afrown 
When  the  angry  sun  looks  forth,  far  hill  and  town, 
River  and  field  and  tree,  touched  with  pale  light, 
Gleam  out  against  black  gloom  :  the  magic  sight 
Gladdens  the  heart  of  man  :  even  so  rejoiced 
Solomon's  heart,  till  now  once  more  calm-voiced 
The  stranger  spoke  :  "  Thy  pardon  I  beseech, 
Great  Queen,  if  undesignedly  my  speech 
Hath  caused  offence.     Far  was  it  from  my  mind. 
But  even  as  his  own  Wisdom  hath  defined, 
So  of  this  Happiness  would  I  too  deem. 
How  then  should  I  presume  so  low  to  esteem 
His  high-souled  virtue,  as  to  suppose  such  bliss, 
Ere  yet  'twere  justly  earned,  already  his." 
"  And  wherein,"  cried  she,  "  not  yet  justly  earned  ? " 
"  From  his  own  lips,"  he  answered,  "  have  I  learned 
How  stablished  not  on  wealth  and  might  alone, 
But  founded  on  just  deeds  must  be  the  throne 
Of  him  who  would  be  happy  though  a  king  ; 
And  how  in  his  whole  people's  well-being 
His  own  must  lie,  in  the  poor  man's  content 
The  end  and  glory  of  his  government." 
Then  from  his  place  Adoniram  stept  forth, 
The  overseer  of  tribute,  and  in  wrath 
Cried  out :  "  Speak,  vile  dog,  wherein  dares t  thou 
Find  Solomon  wanting,  O  thou  brazen  brow  ?  " 
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"  Methinks,"  the  old  man  said,  "  thou  best  shouldst  know. 

When  on  thy  master's  business  to  and  fro 

Thou  journeyest  in  thy  chariot  through  the  land, 

Then  look  thou  forth,  listen,  and  understand, 

Beholding  amid  fields  untilled,  unsown, 

Unharvested,  mid  vineyards  overgrown, 

Hovelling  like  swine  in  ruined  huts,  some  few 

Women,  grey-beards  and  children.     Listen  too, 

And  from  the  roadside  thou  mayst  hear  the  cry 

Of  starved  men  crept  forth  in  some  ditch  to  die. 

Yet  in  thy  stables  many  a  thousand  sleek 

Egyptian  steeds,  O  Solomon,  week  by  week 

Stand  idly  feeding  on  the  food  of  men, 

While  each  day  to  thy  kitchens  are  led  ten 

Fat  stall-fed  oxen,  from  thy  pastures  twenty, 

With  sheep  in  flocks,  besides  fine  flour  in  plenty, 

Roebucks  and  fallow-deer  and  fatted  fowl, 

That  so  thy  royal  household  every  soul, 

Officer,  eunuch,  slave,  wife,  concubine, 

In  sumptuousness  and  delicacy  may  dine." 

More  had  he  spoken,  but  towards  him  strode 

Adoniram  :  like  live  coals  his  fierce  eyes  glowed. 

He  raised  his  hand  to  smite  him  in  the  face ; 

But  Solomon  rose  quickly  from  his  place, 

And  cried  :  "  Nay,  strike  him  not ;  but  bear  him  hence 

To  prison  :  there  awhile  at  our  expense 

Delicately  and  richly  shall  he  fare 

Upon  the  food  of  knaves  and  fools  who  dare 

Lift  up  their  voice  in  blasphemous  slanderings 

Against  the  estate  and  majesty  of  kings." 

Through  the  ivory  doors  forthwith  he  led  the  Queen 
Within  his  palace,  pleased  now  and  serene. 


II 

IT  chanced  this  day  in  Heaven  was  the  same 
Whereon  before  the  throne  of  Yahveh  came 
The  Sons  of  God,  there  to  present  themselves  : 
Great  Angels,  mighty  Demons,  smallest  elves, 
Genii  good  and  evil,  Powers  of  the  air, 
Spirits  of  fire  and  water,  all  were  there, 
Assembled  to  pay  reverence  due  to  Him 
Who  thundereth  from  between  the  Cherubim, 
The  God  who  first  drew  Adam  from  the  dust, 
Then  destroyed  his  whole  offspring,  as  was  just, 
All  save  Noah  and  Japhet,  Shem  and  Ham ; 
The  friend  of  Enoch,  Lot  and  Abraham, 
And  Jacob,  but  of  righteous  David  most, 
Yahveh  Sabaoth,  Lord  of  Israel's  host, 
His  people,  circumcised  and  chosen  forth 
To  dominate  and  plenish  the  whole  earth. 
Amidst  the  rest  came  wanton  Asmodai, 
A  powerful  spirit,  subtle,  wise  and  sly. 
Of  the  whole  race  of  demons  he  was  king. 
Awhile  the  power  of  Solomon's  magic  ring 
Had  he  defied  by  virtue  of  a  stone, 
A  chrysoberyl,  plucked  whence  it  had  grown 
In  the  forehead  of  an  Indian  unicorn, 
And  pendent  from  his  ear  thereafter  worn, 
A  potent  spirit-compelling  amulet. 
But  not  for  long  might  he  so  scape  his  debt. 
It  was  his  daily  wont  through  Earth  and  Hell 
And  Heaven  to  roam  abroad  invisible 
To  every  eye,  seeking  till  he  might  find 
Some  two  or  three  of  man-  or  spirit-kind 
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Gathered  together  to  argue  and  debate 

Of  good  and  evil,  knowledge,  truth  and  fate : 

For  angels,  yea  even  demons  of  the  Pit, 

On  such  disputes  oft  spend  in  vain  their  wit 

No  less  than  men.     So  with  enraptured  ear 

Hovering  unseen  would  this  fiend  overhear 

Long  hours :  for  of  all  things  dearest  to  his  heart 

Was  dialectic  and  discursive  art. 

When  weariness  came  o'er  him,  home  he  hied 

To  a  cavern  on  a  desert  mountain  side, 

Wherein  he  slept  secure  behind  a  stone 

So  great,  no  strength  might  roll  it  save  his  own. 

On  the  cave's  floor  a  jar  of  kiln-baked  earth 

There  stood,  five  cubits  high,  of  monstrous  girth. 

Therefrom  he  quenched  his  thirst,  and  when  'twas  dry, 

Would  lightly  lift  it  in  his  arms  and  fly 

To  Marah's  brackish  fount,  or  the  sad  shore 

Of  Sodom's  desolation,  and  thence  draw 

That  bitter  water  to  a  Jinn's  throat  so  dear. 

And  when  he  fared  abroad,  in  jealous  fear 

Of  thirsty  thieves,  on  the  jar's  mouth  he  set 

Strong  seals,  and  sealed  them  with  his  amulet. 

Now  all  this  Solomon  from  his  demon  thralls 
Had  learned,  so  one  day  privily  to  him  calls 
The  captain  of  his  host,  Benaiah  Ben 
Jehoiada,  him  that  slew  two  lion-like  men 
Of  Moab  ;  unto  whom  the  provident  King 
Gives  secret  charge.     Bearing  the  magic  ring 
Upon  his  index,  forth  Benaiah  goes. 
Three  mighty  men  of  valour  first  he  chose  ; 
Then  by  night,  carrying  on  their  backs  four  skins 
Of  fragrant  wine,  they  journey  toward  the  Jinn's 
High  caverned  lair.     Stealthily  they  crept  nigh, 
While  round  them  twilight  darkened.     Suddenly 
Forth  from  the  cave's  mouth  rushing  starward  springs 
A  monstrous  shadow,  batlike,  on  swift  wings. 
Into  the  empty  cave  they  stole  and  lay 
Shivering  in  the  dark,  awaiting  day. 
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Each  valiant  hero  at  times  would  fortify 
His  courage  from  his  wine-skin  on  the  sly, 
And  thoughtfully  renew  his  strength,  till  dawn 
Broke,  and  up  rose  Benaiah  with  sword  drawn  ; 
Wherewith  at  the  jar's  base  he  drilled  a  hole, 
Scarce  large  enough  to  pass  the  smallest  vole, 
Through  which  the  water  trickling  gently  out 
Over  the  cavern's  floor  coursed  round  about, 
Till  soon  in  the  dry  ground  it  soaked  away. 
When  he  had  stopped  the  hole  with  potter's  clay, 
He  drilled  a  wider  hole  near  the  jar's  top, 
Through  which  he  poured,  with  heed  to  lose  no  drop, 
The  fragrant  juice.     Soft  gurgling  from  each  skin 
It  fell  with  deep-toned  echoing  plash  within. 
This  hole  too  did  Benaiah  stop,  then  lay 
In  hiding  with  his  comrades  all  that  day, 
And  the  next  night :  but  at  noon  from  the  sky 
Weary  and  thirsting  home  swooped  Asmodai. 
First  jealously  he  inspected  the  jar's  seal : 
Nought  could  suspicious  scrutiny  reveal. 
All  seemed  untampered.     Eagerly  he  burst 
The  fastenings  open,  mastered  by  fierce  thirst. 
O  wonder !     Sudden  fragrance  o'er  his  sense 
Steals  delicately  and  deliciously.     Ah  whence  ? 
Not  from  the  jar,  whose  scent  familiar 
Is  brine,  not  wine. — Yet  it  seems  from  the  jar. — 
But  how  ?     Untouched  the  seals  were  found. — He  sniffs, 
And  sniffs  again,  perplexed  by  richer  whiffs 
Of  domineering  sweetness.     In  amaze 
He  peers  within  :  mere  darkness  foils  his  gaze. 
"  Magicians  oft  turn  water  into  wine. 
Some  enemy  to  cheat  me  of  my  brine 
Hath  done  this  thing.     Ah  !  could  I  light  on  him, 
By  Sheol,  how  would  I  rend  him  limb  from  limb  !  " 
Within  the  cave's  recesses  the  four  Jews 
At  that  dire  word  quaked  in  their  cow-hide  shoes. 
"  Ha  !  in  his  Proverbs  doth  not  Solomon  say  ? 
Wine  is  a  mocker  strong  drink  rageth  :  yea 
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Not  wise  is  he  who  is  deceived  thereby. 

Nay,  Solomon,  wise  wilt  thou  find  Asmodai, 

Wise  as  thine  own  self,  subtle  as  thou  art. 

Whoredom  and  wine  and  must  consume  man's  heart ; 

But  not  mine,  Solomon."     Raging  and  perplexed, 

At  once  by  fierce  thirst  and  suspicion  vexed, 

Brooding  he  stands,  while  more  and  more  the  wine's 

Alluring  smell  persuades  and  undermines 

His  wavering  will.     Dubiously  he  mused  : 

"  What  if  that  curst  enchanter  has  abused 

My  sense  with  false  olfactive  sorcery  ? 

What  if  in  truth  within  this  jar  there  be 

Not  wine,  but  water,  water  with  the  scent 

Of  sweet  wine,  in  that  one  sole  accident 

Changed,  but  unchanged  in  Substance  as  in  Name, 

In  taste,  colour  and  innocence  still  the  same? 

No,  thou  vile  wizard,  not  so  shall  thy  craft 

Fool  and  beguile  me  of  my  longed-for  draught" 

Silently  those  four  Jews  in  their  safe  hiding  laughed. 

Forthwith  in  both  strong  hands  the  demon  grasped 

And  lifting  the  great  jar,  drank  deep,  then  gasped, 

Licking  his  lips  for  rapture,  and  cried  out : 

"  Thus  do  I  solve  empirically  my  doubt. 

Not  alone  in  the  attribute  of  scent, 

But  in  taste  too  is  changed  this  element. 

Yet  pure  and  harmless  is  its  essence  still. 

So  now  without  fear  may  I  drink  my  fill. 

Lo,  Solomon,  to  thy  glory  ! "     Loud  he  laughed, 

And  once  more  long  and  lustily  he  quaffed 

Down  with  enormous  gulps  the  treacherous  wine, 

Then  slowly  sank  back  and  lay  stretched  supine. 

Softly  the  heroes  from  their  ambush  rose ; 

Warily  they  drew  nigh.     In  drunken  doze 

Asmodai  snored,  unconscious  of  his  peril. 

From  his  ear  deftly  the  magic  pendent  beryl 

Benaiah  snatched  away.     With  a  wild  yell 

Up  leapt  the  fiend,  towering  with  purpose  fell. 

But  quickly  with  his  lips  Benaiah  grazed 
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His  master's  ring,  then  cried  with  hand  upraised  : 
"  Upon  thee  is  the  Name  of  Adonai ! " 
Prone  in  the  dust  bowed  vanquished  Asmodai. 
Thenceforth  the  slave  of  Solomon's  emerald 
Him  did  he  serve  perforce,  whene'er  he  called, 
And  posted  on  his  business  day  and  night 
Through  Earth  or  Heaven  or  Hell  in  pride's  despite. 

Now  respited  awhile  from  servitude 
To  attend  a  mightier  summons,  this  fiend  stood 
Amidst  the  angelic  throng  before  God's  throne, 
Debating  in  an  earnest  undertone 
With  Raphael  and  Enoch  such  high  themes 
As  divination  by  dice,  ghosts  and  dreams, 
By  victims'  entrails,  by  Thummim  and  Urim, 
Or  the  non-Jewish  origin  of  Purim. 
At  length  three  rolls  of  awful  thunder  broke 
Proclaiming  silence,  and  thus  Yahveh  spoke : 
"  Assembled  Spirits,  Angels  of  Heaven  and  Hell, 
Ye  Sons  of  God,  have  ye  considered  well 
The  man  after  my  heart,  King  Solomon, 
My  servant  well-beloved,  that  there  is  none 
Like  him  on  earth,  nor  hath  been,  since  from  dust 
I  drew  forth  Adam  ;  a  perfect  man  and  just, 
And  wise,  even  as  ye  yourselves  are  wise, 
With  knowledge  of  all  truth  beneath  the  skies  ?  " 
He  ceased  :  but  while  yet  the  dread  thunder  rolled, 
Derisive  laughter  leapt  forth  clear  and  bold  : 
Heaven's  vaulted  dome  echoing  in  answer  brayed  : 
Cherub  and  Seraph,  wildered  and  dismayed, 
Stared  on  each  other  shuddering,  dumb  with  wrath  ; 
Till  thus  God's  voice  mid  thunder  issued  forth : 
"  For  what  cause  didst  thou  laugh,  O  Asmodai  ?  " 
Then  answering  spake  the  fiend  :  "  O  thou  Most  High, 
Like  a  dove's  cooing  was  my  laughter,  not 
As  the  crackling  of  thorns  beneath  a  pot 
For  so  is  a  fool's  laughter,  saith  the  son 
Of  David,  the  wise  Preacher,  Solomon, 
This  perfect  man,  this  man  after  thy  heart. 
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Ah  happy  Solomon,  thou  who  hast  found  the  art 

To  seem,  both  in  divine  and  mortal  eyes, 

To  seem  yet  be  not,  righteous,  just  and  wise  !  " 

He  ended  ;  and  from  those  vast  multitudes 

Murmuring  rage  swelled  forth,  as  when  tall  woods 

Suddenly  tern  pest- writhen  heave  and  moan, 

Till  all  their  eddying  tops  in  one  fierce  tone 

Are  howling  ;  with  like  furious  uproar  stirred 

Those  spirits  raged,  till  midst  the  din  was  heard 

Abdiel's  voice,  enflamed  with  righteous  zeal : 

"  O  Spirit  accurst,  impious  and  unleal ! 

Durst  thou  with  sly  insinuating  speech 

Malignantly  disparage  and  impeach 

The  wisdom  and  integrity  of  him, 

Whom  Yahveh  from  between  the  Cherubim 

Hath  declared  perfect  in  thought,  deed  and  word  ? 

O  shameless  slander,  blasphemous  and  absurd  ! " 

To  whom  Asmodai  thus  tranquilly  replied : 

"  If  truth  offends,  then  better  had  I  lied, 

And  declared  Solomon  righteous,  wise  and  true. 

Yet  that  consistently  I  scarce  could  do. 

How  might  I  with  deliberate  falsehood  praise 

The  truthfulness  of  him  whose  proverb  says 

That  an  abomination  to  the  Lord 

Are  lying  lips?     If  this  with  truth  accord, 

(And  herein  for  the  nonce  I  fain  would  deem 

He  lies  not),  ill  methinks  would  it  beseem 

Mendaciously  to  flatter  him  as  wise 

And  righteous.     Yet  perchance  his  proverb  lies, 

And  to  hear  truth  God  taketh  no  delight : 

Then  better  for  me  too,  God's  favourite 

To  extoll  with  servile  lips  in  truth's  despite." 

To  whom  Abdiel :  "  False,  disputatious  ghoul, 

So  ambitious  to  display  thyself  a  fool ! 

Know  thy  malignant  sophistries  are  vain. 

Look  to  it  well  that  thou  by  proof  maintain 

Thy  slanders,  else  forthwith  mayst  thou  repent, 

Eternally  condemned  to  banishment 
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From  the  glad  courts  of  Heaven,  where  too  long 
We  have  borne  the  hateful  discord  of  thy  tongue." 
14  So  be  it,"  the  demon  unabashed  replied  : 
"  Such  be  my  penance  if  my  tongue  have  lied. 
What  I  have  spoken  will  I  prove,  if  thou, 

0  most  just  Adonai,  wilt  grant  me  now 
A  respite  of  but  forty  nights  and  days. 
If  then  King  Solomon  within  that  space, 
Before  his  court  and  people  throned  on  high 
Hath  not  made  full  confession  publicly, 
That  neither  is  he  righteous,  wise  nor  just 
Beyond  the  common  lot  of  human  dust, 
And  that  his  knowledge,  even  as  other  men's, 
Is  nought  else  but  imposture  and  pretence, 
Then  without  murmuring  will  I  endure 
Forever  to  renounce  these  calm  and  pure 
Empyreal  courts,  where  privileged  by  thy  grace 
Oft  to  behold  the  glory  of  thy  face, 

Many  an  hour  with  profit  have  I  spent 

In  grave  debate  and  subtle  argument 

With  angel  disputants.     This  brief  delay 

Is  all  I  ask— until  the  fortieth  day." 

Then  spake  the  Lord  :  "  Such  respite,  if  thou  wilt, 

1  grant  thee,  ere  conviction  of  thy  guilt 

And  my  just  doom,  whence  nought  shall  save  thee,  unless 

Solomon  of  his  own  free  will  confess 

Before  his  people  with  remorse  unfeigned, 

Duped  by  no  witchcraft,  by  no  force  constrained, 

That  neither  is  he  righteous,  wise  nor  just 

Beyond  the  common  lot  of  human  dust, 

And  that  his  knowledge,  even  as  other  men's, 

Is  nought  but  vain  imposture  and  pretence : 

So  only  mayst  thou  hope  to  escape  the  pit 

Thou  hast  digged  for  thine  own  feet  in  witless  wit. 

But  if  with  truth  and  knowledge  he  doth  speak, 

As  well  perchance  he  may,  since  men  are  weak, 

When  oft  they  strongest  seem,  and  Solomon 

Is  but  a  man,  then,  Abdiel  my  son, 
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'Tvvere  just  thou  in  his  stead  awhile  shouldst  serve 

Solomon's  magic  ring,  since  thou  didst  swerve 

From  heavenly  reason  and  wise  courtesy, 

Accusing  thus  thy  brother  Asmodai 

Of  falsehood  rashly  and  without  good  ground. 

So  would  a  task  more  useful  far  be  found, 

And  worthier  to  occupy  thy  zeal, 

With  stern  rebuke  or  eloquent  appeal 

As  the  King's  servant  daily  to  correct 

Those  frailties  whereof  now  he  stands  suspect." 

Thus  Yahveh  spake  and  thundered.     The  fiend  bowed 
Furtively  smiling,  then  with  demeanour  proud 
Turned,  and  from  midst  the  indignant  multitude 
Strode  forth,  by  scoffs  angelical  pursued 
Beyond  Heaven's  gate  ;  thence  like  a  meteorite 
Shot  down  into  the  shadow  of  earth's  night, 
Till  hovering  hawk-like  on  poised  wings  he  stops 
His  flight  above  Jerusalem,  then  drops 
Down  to  the  midmost  court  of  Solomon's  house. 
There  shrunk  to  the  dimensions  of  a  mouse 
He  dwarfs  his  monstrous  shape,  and  gliding  in 
Beneath  door  after  door,  like  secret  sin 
Creeping  into  a  saint's  thrice-bolted  soul, 
Noiselessly  past  the  watchful  guards  he  stole 
To  the  inmost  chamber  where  King  Solomon  slept, 
Dreaming  of  Balkis.     Softly  the  fiend  stept 
To  the  bedside,  and  forthwith  by  magic  sleight 
Dilating  he  assumed  the  shape,  sex,  height, 
Beauty  and  winsomeness  of  Sheba's  queen. 
Not  her  own  mother  could  have  chosen  between 
The  counterfeited  image  and  the  true. 
As  like  they  were  as  two  bright  drops  of  dew 
Trembling  upon  the  petals  of  a  rose. 
Over  the  young  king's  pillow  stooping  close 
The  semblance  feminine  whispered  with  a  sigh  : 
"  Sleepest  thou,  Solomon  ?     Awake !     Tis  I, 
Balkis,     Be  not  amazed.     Ah,  Solomon, 
Pardon  me.     Nay,  thou  art  wroth.     Let  me  be  gone." 


Awake,  yet  doubtful  if  he  waked  or  dreamed, 

So  vision  like  her  hovering  beauty  seemed, 

He  dared  not  stir,  lest  she  should  fade  and  pass. 

Again  she  sighed  :  "  I  could  not  sleep,  alas, 

For  the  tumult  of  strange  thoughts  that  thronging  came 

Through  my  full  soul,  till  reckless  of  all  blame  . 

I  rose,  and  hither-— Ah !  what  have  I  done  ! 

I  have  been  too  bold.     Speak :  bid  me  be  gone." 

"  Nay,  Balkis,  stay,"  he  murmured,  "  do  not  go. 

Speak  to  me  of  thy  troubling  thoughts,  that  so 

Perchance  some  word  of  mine  may  bring  thee  peace. 

There  is  no  grief  but  some  wise  word  may  ease." 

As  though  but  half  assured,  with  timid  grace 

She  smiled  and  answered  with  averted  face : 

"  Ah,  Solomon,  methinks  by  one  wise  word 

From  thee  well  might  the  whole  world's  woe  be  cured  : 

So  peerless  in  all  wisdom  as  thou  art 

And  yet  to  assuage  the  thirst  that  burns  my  heart 

Not  all  thy  subtlest  wisdom  might  suffice, 

Unless — Ah  me,  too  heavy  were  the  price, 

Shouldst  thou  be  wroth  with  me  for  my  request. 

Ah  folly !     Wherefore  did  I  break  thy  rest  ? 

Farewell ! "     She  turned.    "  Stay  ! "  Solomon  cried.     She 

stayed. 

Her  hand  in  his  towards  her  stretched  she  laid. 
Upon  his  finger  in  the  soft  moonbeams 
Faintly  the  talismanic  emerald  gleams. 
"  Speak  without  fear,"  he  murmured  tenderly. 
"  Ah,  Balkis,  how  should  I  be  wroth  with  thee  ? 
Speak  but  thy  wish,  and  so  the  power  be  mine, 
Whate'er  thy  heart  desires,  it  is  thine." 
Gently  he  pressed  her  hand  and  drew  her  near. 
With  fluttering  bosom,  as  though  still  in  fear, 
"  Long,"  said  she,  "  my  desire  I  withstood. 
Yet  still,  reason  against  it  as  I  would, 
Stronger  each  hour  it  grew,  till  while  all  slept 
I  rose  and  hither  to  thy  chamber  crept, 
To  entreat  that  though  but  for  one  moment's  space 
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Upon  my  finger  thou  wouldst  deign  to  place 

This  thy  famed  magic  ring,  whereof  the  story 

Wandering  o'er  all  the  earth  winged  with  thy  glory, 

Even  to  my  ears  in  farthest  Sheba  came, 

And  kindled  in  my  soul  this  quenchless  flame 

Of  longing  to  behold  with  mine  own  eyes, 

And  commune  secretly  with  one  so  wise 

Of  all  that  lay  within  my  heart.     And  this 

Fond  woman's  whim — Ah,  take  it  not  amiss  !— 

One  instant  on  my  hand  to  have  worn  thy  ring, 

Grudge  not  my  heart  this  vanity,  O  wise  king." 

But  frowning  Solomon  answered :  "  Loth  am  I, 

Balkis,  thy  heart's  least  longing  to  deny. 

Yet  this  one  boon,  though  loth,  deny  thee  I  must. 

For  to  no  living  creature  dare  I  trust 

This  magic  ring,  which  has  not  left  my  hand 

Since  the  angel  Gabriel  by  God's  command 

Entering,  even  as  thou  dost,  secretly 

By  night,  with  words  of  warning  gave  it  me. 

Not  Pharaoh's  daughter,  though  oft-times  with  sighs, 

Amorous  wiles  and  moist  beseeching  eyes 

She  has  begged  it  of  me— Alas  !  weepest  thou  ? 

Balkis,  gentle  Balkis,  hear  me  now. 

Yea,  thou  shalt  wear  the  ring,  so  but  one  small  kiss 

Thou  grant  me  for  its  sake,  but  one,  sweet  Balkis." 

Balefully  in  the  moonlight  her  eyes  shone. 

"  How  should  I  say  thee  nay,  dear  Solomon  ?  " 

She  whispered.     From  his  hand  in  tremulous  haste 

He  plucked  off  and  upon  her  finger  placed 

The  fatal  jewel  ;  then  with  hungering  eyes 

Gazed  up  at  her.     Silent  awhile  her  prize 

Seriously  she  inspected  like  a  child 

Some  long-lost  plaything,  then  looked  down  and  smiled. 

His  whole  soul  melted  for  excess  of  bliss, 

While  she  stooped  murmuring :  "  Receive  now  thy  kiss." 

Then  rapturously  mingling  lips  with  lips 

And  breath  with  breath,  in  gradual  tranced  eclipse 

Of  mind  and  sense,  ere  the  swoon  mastered  him, 


He  saw  the  features  of  his  Balkis  swim, 
Waver,  dilate,  and  recombining  change 
Through  modulations  terrible  and  strange 
Into  the  features  of  his  demon  foe, 
One  moment  ere  thought  vanished.     Thus  a  doe, 
Led  by  thirst  to  the  reed-fringed  banks  of  Nile, 
Sees  not  the  nostrils  of  a  crocodile 
Lurking  beside  the  brink — sees  not,  or  deems 
A  floating  log ;  till  stooping  toward  the  stream's 
Smooth  surface,  glistening  like  a  lake  of  pearl, 
Lo  on  a  sudden,  in  a  fierce  turbulent  swirl 
Her  mirrored  image  vanishes,  and  instead 
Gapes  the  fanged  horror  of  that  monstrous  head. 
And  as  a  cellar  thief  by  midnight  craft 
Entering  and  choosing  well,  in  one  long  draught 
Drains  a  rich  skin  of  fragrant  vintage  dry, 
Then  laughing  flings  it  limp  and  shrivelled  by, 
So  now  the  demon  in  that  fell  embrace 
Clasping  deluded  Solomon  face  to  face, 
Through  his  sage  lips  sucked  forth  as  from  a  skin 
And  swallowed  with  a  fierce  exultant  grin 
His  naked  spirit,  then  down  upon  the  bed 
Flung  back  his  body,  soulless,  void,  and  dead. 
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Ill 


ABOUT  the  guard-house  dungeon  floor 

With  oozing  sweat  and  roof-drip  puddled, 

Like  a  dung-heap  in  a  sudden  thaw, 

Couched  upon  unclean  sodden  straw 

Sixteen  prisoned  men  lay  huddled, 

Moaning,  snoring  with  mouths  wide, 

Tossing  and  twisting  from  side  to  side, 

Scratching  their  sores  even  while  they  slept, 

Chasing  vermin  with  nails  adept : 

And  in  their  midst  lay  slumbering, 

Tranquilly  as  a  six  months'  child, 

Mu  Wang,  the  sage  who  was  once  a  king. 

As  though  by  blissful  dreams  beguiled 

His  wrinkled  lips  a  little  smiled. 

Through  the  barred  window  stealing  in 

A  single  moon-ray  long  and  thin 

Crept  o'er  his  breast  and  bearded  chin 

Onward  till  it  reached  his  lips. 

What  shadowy  ghost-like  thing  is  that 

Which  gliding  down  the  moon-beam  slips 

In  at  his  mouth  ?     Is  it  moth  or  bat  ? 

Uneasily  in  his  sleep  he  stirred 

And  frowned  ;  then  deep  and  long  he  sighed. 

Is  it  moth  or  bat  or  bird 

That  swiftly  with  ghostlike  speed  doth  seem, 

Crept  forth  from  his  mouth,  to  glide 

Upward  along  the  slant  moon-beam, 

Out  of  the  night  and  back  to  the  night 

Coming  and  going  with  silent  flight  ? 

The  moon-ray  from  the  dungeon  floor 

Fades  slowly,  and  all  is  dark  once  more. 


In  dreamless  trance  and  blank  suspense 
Of  thought  and  memory  and  sense, 
As  once  within  his  mother's  womb, 
So  now,  gulphed  in  that  living  tomb, 
By  the  fiend  sucked  down  and  swallowed  whole, 
Slept  Solomon's  disembodied  soul ; 
Nor  knew  he  till  his  dying  day 
How  long  in  that  strange  swoon  he  lay, 
Nor  by  what  metempsychic  spell 
Was  wrought  that  wonder  which  now  befell. 

When  buffeted  by  the  raging  surge, 
With  aching  arms  and  gasping  breath, 
The  fugitive  prophet  of  the  Lord, 
From  his  labouring  ship  cast  overboard, 
Beheld  through  the  cleft  waves  emerge 
The  great  fish  by  God's  grace  prepared 
To  save  his  recreant  soul  from  death, 
Then  by  that  monstrous  vision  scared 
His  eyes  he  closed  and  nought  more  knew, 
Till  from  deep  swoon  with  an  aching  brain 
He  wakened  slowly  and  with  pain, 
Horribly  compassed  with  black  gloom 
And  dreadful  silence  as  in  a  tomb. 
Such  agony  of  terror  as  then  grew 
Over  the  soul  of  the  runagate  Jew 
Prisoned  within  that  belly  of  Hell, 
Such  now  upon  wakening  Solomon  fell, 
As  little  by  little  he  became 
Aware  of  self,  but  self  how  changed  ! 
The  same,  yet  somehow  not  the  same  ; 
From  its  own  familiar  past 
Incomprehensibly  estranged. 
Long  time  bewildered  and  aghast 
Into  his  thoughts  he  dared  not  look, 
Nor  turn  the  leaves  of  memory's  book, 
But  with  eyes  shut  fast  he  lay  and  quaked, 
And  wished  he  dreamed,  yet  knew  he  waked  ; 
Else  what  might  mean  that  pain  so  shrewd, 
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As  though  of  many  stripes  and  rude, 
Wherewith  his  mangled  body  ached 
Too  feelingly  to  be  mistook  ? 
And  whence  those  strange  sounds  in  his  ear, 
A  rustling  and  moaning,  a  rhythmic  droning, 
As  of  some  fierce  beast  couching  near  ? 
In  utter  terror  he  reached  out 
A  trembling  hand,  and  groped  about 
For  the  little  silver  gong  that  stood 
By  his  bedside  on  a  stand 
Of  ivory  and  algum  wood, 
Ever  ready  beneath  his  hand 
To  summon  the  slaves  who  watched  without. 
No  gong  is  this  that  he  lights  on  now, 
But  a  human  nose  and  clammy  brow. 
His  hand  in  panic  he  snatched  away, 
And  awhile  stiffened  with  horror  lay  ; 
Till  on  his  mind  the  memory  broke 
Of  the  magic  talisman,  whereby 
In  less  than  the  twinkling  of  an  eye 
Whomever  it  pleased  him  to  invoke 
He  could  summon  of  angel-  or  demon-folk. 
Oh  praised  be  the  Lord  for  all  his  gifts 
Unto  his  servant  Solomon  ! 
Eagerly  to  his  lips  he  lifts 
His  hand. — The  ring  is  gone. 
Wave  after  wave  over  his  soul 
Nightmare  floods  of  horror  roll, 
As  either  hand  again  and  again 
Finger  by  finger  he  searched,  in  vain. 
Back  surged  the  scene  of  shame,  the  snare, 
The  hovering  moonlit  grace, 
Those  suppliant  sighs,  that  soft-breathed  prayer, 
That  longed-for  rapturous  embrace 
Purchased  at  a  price  so  dear, 
That  tender  luring  smile  transformed 
To  a  demon's  wild  grimace. 
In  grief  and  rage  he  wrung  his  hands, 
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And  gave  a  long  low  moan. 

Suddenly  cold  and  stiff  he  lay 

Like  a  carved  man  of  stone. 

Back  to  his  heart  his  life-blood  rushed  : 

He  has  felt  and  heard  and  understands  : 

His  body  is  not  his  own. 

That  moaning  voice,  those  limbs,  these  hands 

Are  another's  not  his  own. 

Oh  dreadful  was  the  agony 

That  o'er  his  soul  now  fell. 

Could  this  be  death  ?     Was  he  a  ghost 

Doomed  penally  to  dwell 

In  some  foul  alien  cast-off  husk 

Of  dead  flesh  ?     Was  this  Hell  ? 

Hell  to  his  soul  it  seemed  in  truth, 
From  its  warm  house  of  lusty  youth 
And  delicacy  and  pride 
Wakening  to  find  itself  within 
This  withered  body,  weak  and  lean, 
Age-chilled  and  gnarled  and  dried. 

Yet  though  in  alien  flesh  and  bone 
Prisoned  thus  horribly, 
At  least  his  self  still  seemed  his  own, 
Mind  and  thought  still  seemed  free. 

Fearfully  backward  through  the  dusk 
Of  time  long-past  he  gropes, 
Searching  down  memory's  dim  byways 
For  the  fading  ghosts  of  former  days, 
Pleasures  and  griefs  and  hopes. 

At  first  familiar  without  change 
Did  the  pale  pageant  seem. 
But  soon  a  vision  new  and  strange, 
Like  a  remembered  dream, 
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Came  floating,  calm  and  unannounced 
Through  his  dark  mind's  opening  doors, 
A  bright  mysterious  visitant 
From  unknown,  unmapped  shores. 

Over  the  smooth  glitter  of  a  sunlit  lake 

Pillowed  softly  on  silk  in  a  boat  he  lay  drifting. 

Steep  forest-fledged  hills  stood  around,  and  above  them, 

Blue  height  beyond  height  far  mountains  faded. 

Willows    and   maples   fringed    the    banks,  and    through 

them 

Gay-tiled  pavilions  and  palace  towers 
Gleamed  forth  ;  and  thence,  over  the  still  waters 
Floated  the  melody  of  a  hidden  flute. 
Upon  white  cloud-masses,  mountain  and  forest 
Mirrored  in  the  calm  lake,  he  was  gazing  down  : 
Yet  he  thought  not  upon  their  beauty,  thought  only  upon 

the  face 

And  form  of  one,  who,  as  he  seemed  aware, 
Sat  there  beside  him.     The  flute  ceased  :  a  sound 
Of  women's  laughter  rang  out  from  the  trees  ; 
Then  all  was  still.     He  longed  for  her  voice, 
But  found  no  words  to  break  the  silence  fitly. 
The  flower-embroidered  silken  sail  flapped  lazily 
To  scarce-felt  breezes.     Startled  wild-fowl  rose, 
As  gently  around  a  reed-fringed  islet 
They  drifted  among  clustered  lotuses, 
White,  rose-coloured  and  blue.     "  Oh  look  !  look  there  ! " 
She  cried,  and  rising  from  her  seat  gazed  down 
Beside  him.     Mirrored  tranquilly  below 
He  saw  the  dark  folds  of  her  hair,  gleaming 
With  golden  butterfly  hairpins  and  jade  ornaments 
And  the  laughter  of  her  eyes  meeting  his  own. 
Her  hand  stretched  out  to  gather  a  flower :  the  boat 
Dipped  to  its  brink,  and  her  wide  silken  sleeve 
Trailed  in  the  water.     Quickly  he  drew  her  back  to  him  : 
But  she  with  gracefully  simulated  petulance 
Freed  herself  from  his  hands  and  sat  down  by  him. 


So  then  they  fell  to  talking  of  this  and  that. 

But  what  their  talk  was  of, 

The  oblivion  of  long  years  had  effaced. 

Alone  had  not  faded  the  delight 

Of  her  voice  and  of  her  presence  by  his  side. 

Perturbed,  bewildered,  and  dismayed, 
Solomon  pondered.    Whence  this  vision 
Of  fairylike  enchantment,  this 
Bright  phantom  of  a  long-past  bliss  ? 
From  what  unknown  depths  had  it  risen, 

To  float  a  brief  while  like  a  bubble 

Upon  the  surface  of  his  mind, 

Then  burst  and  vanish  ?     Long  he  sought 

Through  memory's  treasure-house,  yet  nought 

Resembling  this  can  find. 

That  lake,  those  bright-tiled  roofs,  those  slim 

Delicate  trees,  the  face  of  her 

Who  sat  beside  him  in  the  boat, 

The  very  mood  and  character 

Of  his  own  feelings,  (if  his  own 

They  had  been,)  all  alike  to  him 

Seems  utterly  unknown. 

A  wooer  of  far  different  style 

In  him  had  Pharaoh's  daughter  found, 

Or  the  Sidonian  princess, 

The  Cretan  and  the  Moabite, 

Even  the  timid  Shulamite. 

He  searched  in  vain  through  the  long  round 

Of  his  past  courtships.     Oh  how  vile 

And  common  did  all  these  now  seem 

Beside  this  marvel  of  his  dream, 

This  flower  of  delicate  loveliness  ! 

Yet  it  had  been  no  dream,  but  a  true 
Memory  of  things  felt  and  done. 
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Only  since  then,  somehow  he  knew, 
Many  long  years,  more  than  his  own 
Brief  span  of  life  had  come  and  gone. 
The  doctrine  of  metempsychosis 
He  had  refuted  publicly 
As  heathenish  and  absurd,  and  clean 
Contrary  to  the  book  of  Moses. 
Since  then  his  own  it  could  not  be, 
Whose  had  this  memory  been  ? 

Ah,  whose  indeed  ?     He  passed  a  dry, 
Lean  hand  across  a  wrinkled  face, 
And  shuddered.     Oh  cursed  Asmodai ! 
What  treacherous  devilry  was  this  ? 
What  horrible  metamorphosis  ? 
Could  it  be  that  the  foul  fiend,  once 
The  magic  talisman  was  his  own, 
Had  become  seised  of  Solomon's 
Derelict  body,  brain  and  throne  ? 

Or  was  it  not  more  like  that  this 
Bold  juggler  with  the  souls  of  men 
Had  with  malign  facetiousness 
Contrived  cunningly  to  interchange 
Some  other  victim's  soul  with  his  ? 
So  that  the  ancient  occupant 
Of  this  vile  time-dilapidated 
Prison-house  of  bones  and  skin 
Was  wakening  now  rejuvenated 
To  perplexed  consciousness  within 
A  body  delicate,  young  and  fair, 
The  fortunate  and  unquestioned  heir 
Of  Solomon's  imperial  name, 
Of  his  fleets,  treasuries  and  mines, 
Palaces  and  scholastic  fame, 
His  wives  and  concubines. 

And  Balkis  !     How  (Oh  horrid  thought !) 
Might  she  discern  aright  between 
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The  true  king  and  the  counterfeit  ? 

Or  how  could  the  intruder  fail 

To  seize  the  advantage,  thus  unsought 

Thrust  on  him  fatally  by  the  sweet 

Infatuation  of  the  Queen, 

So  amorous,  and  perchance  so  frail  ? 

Oh  hellish  malice  of  the  Jinn, 

Among  all  months  to  choose  this  one, 

This  month  of  the  Queen's  visit,  wherein 

To  steal  the  ring  of  Solomon, 

Price  of  his  long-lost  amulet, 

And  thus  pay  off  that  ancient  debt ! 

But  where,  where  was  he  now,  and  whose 

Had  this  vile  body  been  ? 

Some  slave's,  some  miserable  jail-bird's, 

Doomed  perchance  to  the  strangling  noose 

Or  the  impaling  stake  ?     What  else  might  mean 

This  dungeon  stench,  these  broken  words, 

Snores,  groans  and  grunts  of  men  half-waked, 

The  stripes  with  which  his  back  so  ached, 

These  crawling  creatures,  verminous  and  unclean  ? 

Like  one  who  waking  knows  that  he  has  dreamt, 

And  now  strains  to  recapture  his  lost  dream, 

So  Solomon  strove  with  blank  oblivion, 

Till  spent  with  intense  agony  he  lay 

Dazed  without  thought.     Suddenly  he  was  standing 

Between  tall  columns  in  a  spacious  hall. 

Across  the  heads  of  a  hushed  crowd  he  watched 

Two  shining  figures  loftily  enthroned. 

Vague,  without  feature,  did  their  faces  seem, 

So  dim  his  eyes  were.     At  the  throne's  foot  there  stood 

One  dissertating  in  slow,  pompous  tones 

Concerning  oracles  and  mantic  dreams, 

And  onyx  stones  as  amulets,  their  virtues 

And  the  limits  of  their  prophylactic  power. 
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Wearily  smiling  with  an  amused  contempt 

He  listened.     On  a  sudden  he  was  thrilled 

By  another  voice,  musical  and  serene, 

And  most  majestically  eloquent 

From  the  throne's  self.     Bewilderment  gave  place 

To  gratified  surprise,  as  Solomon 

For  the  first  time  surrendered  to  the  spell 

Of  his  own  incomparable  elocution. 

Not  Adam,  gazing  in  some  pool  of  Paradise 

At  his  own  face  and  limbs,  fresh  from  the  hands 

Of  his  Creator,  could  have  felt  an  ecstasy 

Of  purer  more  delighted  pride.     Yet  still 

The  dimness  of  his  eyes  foiled  his  desire 

To  enjoy  the  contemplation  of  himself 

And  Balkis  by  his  side.     For  this,  past  doubt, 

Was  yesterday's  debate,  in  Mu  Wang's  memory 

Reflected.     Much  Solomon  had  forgotten  : 

Much  too  he  had  not  noted.     Thus  his  friend 

Heman  Ben  Mahol,  whom  he  had  convicted 

Of  confused  reasoning  and  fallacious  theory 

Regarding  planetary  influences, 

Had  shouldered  past  him  from  the  presence  muttering 

Outrageous  jests  on  the  ignorant  conceit 

Of  anointed  sophisters,  and  regal  lack 

Of  controversial  candidness.     Moreover 

Little  by  little  he  became  aware 

How  futile  and  inane  were  these  debates. 

Not  alone  the  sophistries  of  the  baffled  sages, 

But  even  his  own  triumphant  eloquence 

Seemed  to  him  now  pedantic  and  quite  void 

Of  all  significance.     Was  this  then  that  famed 

Wisdom  of  Solomon,  this  puerile, 

Spurious  erudition,  this  elaborate 

Ignorance  masquerading  as  true  knowledge, 

A  mere  sorrow  and  weariness  to  the  soul  ? 

But  the  thoughts  of  Mu  Wang  as  he  stood  listening 

Had  wandered  away  into  a  time  long  past. 

Solomon  followed  them.     He  was  sitting  now 
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Enthroned  in  his  imperial  Council-Hall 
At  Hao.     Reverently  before  his  presence 
There  stood  three  ancient  long-robed  councillors 
In  tall  square  hats,  instructing  him  in  the  arts 
Of  governing  and  the  duties  of  a  king. 
A  faint  sound  of  stone-instruments  and  lyres 
Came  to  his  ears,  and  his  thoughts  took  their  flight 
Through  doors  and  windows  to  the  porcelain 
Pavilion,  where  he  knew  his  young  queen  sat, 
The  boat-companion  of  his  former  dream, 
Fretfully  waiting  him.     He  longed  to  rise 
And  leave  his  grave  preceptors  in  the  lurch ; 
But  courage  failed  him,  and  he  fixed  his  mind 
On  the  discourse  once  more.     Now  while  Mu  Wang 
Stood  dreaming  thus  of  time  long-past,  his  first 
Contempt  for  Solomon  had  given  place 
To  a  more  kindly  mood.     In  youth  he  too 
Had  aspired  after  Happiness  and  Wisdom. 
Happiness  he  had  found  awhile,  then  lost : 
Wisdom  he  still  was  seeking.     In  this  only 
They  differed,  that  while  Solomon  had  persuaded 
Himself  and  others  to  believe  him  wise, 
Mu  Wang  had  been  more  diffident.     Many  paths 
Led  to  Happiness  ;  and  it  might  well  be 
That  Solomon  had  found  through  self-deception 
A  short  and  easy  thoroughfare  thereto, 
Which  he  himself,  absorbed  in  the  baffling  quest 
Of  Wisdom,  had  quite  missed.     Had  Solomon  then 
In  truth  attained  to  Happiness?     Or  was 
Such  Happiness,  thus  through  delusion  won, 
Itself  delusive  ?     And  so  it  was,  the  whim 
Came  to  Mu  Wang  to  put  that  luckless  question, 
Whereby  the  questioner  first,  and  now  the  inspired 
Answerer's  self  had  been  brought  low  to  such 
A  pitiable  plight.     Solomon  groaned. 
So  this  was  the  man  whose  superannuated 
Body  and  memories  were  now  his  own, 
That  ancient  quaint-eyed  vagabond,  whose  insolence 
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He  had  yesterday  so  justifiably 

Chastised,  only  to  find  himself  to-night 

The  changeling  of  his  own  revenge.     Dismayed, 

Humiliated,  reluctantly  convinced, 

Me  watched  his  own  hypocrisy  unmasked 

Through  those  divining  eyes.     Sometimes  moreover 

Brief  glimpses  were  revealed  to  him  of  vast 

Shadow-filled  backgrounds  of  experience 

And  contemplative  wisdom,  wherein  lurked 

The  secret  spiritual  judgment-seat 

And  phrontisterion  of  a  sage's  soul. 

As  ants  inhabiting  a  wide-spread  mound 

Of  heaped  pine-needles,  forest  mould  and  twigs, 

In  mines  and  galleries  underground 

Tending  and  cherishing  their  eggs  ; 

When  a  horde  of  predatory  boys 

Ruthlessly  violates  and  destroys 

Their  metropolitan  citadel, 

Ploughing  up  all  the  hard-earned  fruits 

Of  toilsome  months  with  sticks  and  boots  ; 

Forth  to  the  air  they  swarm  pell-mell, 

And  scurrying  wildly  up  and  down 

In  myriads  through  their  ruined  town, 

By  their  tumultuous  speed  express 

Their  consternation  and  distress — 

Even  so  deliriously  swift 

These  thoughts  in  swarming  tumult  drift 

Through  Solomon's  wildered  consciousness, 

A  myriad  in  a  minute's  space  ; 

So  that  my  lame  slow-moving  verse, 

That  fain  would  worthily  tell  this  tale, 

Crawling  along  on  foundered  feet, 

Like  a  ponderous  funeral  hearse, 

Or  like  an  old  and  footsore  snail, 

No  longer  with  its  theme  keeps  pace, 

But  flags,  and  halts,  and  owns  defeat. 

Now  to  a  swifter,  livelier  time, 
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Sped  by  the  plashing  oars  of  rhyme, 

Some  fragments  must  it  be  content 

To  glean  and  briefly  represent 

Of  that  tangled  complexity 

Of  variegated  memory, 

That  strangely  with  his  own  entwined 

Came  crowding  in  on  Solomon's  mind. 

But  let  no  prim  psychologist 

Venture  with  modern  doubts  and  leer 

Of  learned  ignorance,  to  sneer 

Profanely  at  my  story's  truth, 

Because,  even  if  this  thing  could  be, 

That  two  souls  might  be  exchanged  forsooth, 

Then  no  least  spark  of  memory 

In  either  brain  could  linger  still. 

Hence,  thou  shallow  sciolist ! 

Learn  that  not  all  things  are  grist 

To  thy  psychophysical  mill. 

First  with  thy  wise  friends  agree 

What,  and  how  to  be  defined 

Are  memory,  brain  and  soul  and  mind, 

And  how  related  each  to  each  ; 

Then  mayst  thou  presume  to  teach 

What  were  the  natural  boundaries  set 

To  the  power  of  Solomon's  amulet ; 

What  could,  or  what  could  not  fulfil 

Asmodai's  metempsychic  skill. 

When  through  the  crowd  Mu  Wang  had  passed 

To  the  throne's  foot,  then  at  last 

Solomon  could  distinctly  view 

Himself  and  beauteous  Balkis  too. 

To  his  bruised  vanity  some  balm 

It  brought,  to  share  the  pleased  surprise 

Of  Mu  Wang's  unaccustomed  eyes, 

As  he  stood  gazing  on  the  calm 

Majestic  comeliness  that  shone 

From  the  countenance  of  Solomon, 


And  listened  with  enraptured  sense 

To  his  own  superb  magniloquence. 

"  Nor  in  his  might  rejoiceth  he  alone. 

On  Justice  founded  are  his  house  and  throne, 

Stablished  in  Peace,  in  Righteousness  made  sure. 

In  the  welfare  alike  of  rich  and  poor 

Lies  his  sole  welfare,  and  in  their  content 

The  end  and  glory  of  his  government" 

Yet  perfect  as  the  style  and  form  might  seem, 

The  matter  pleased  him  now  far  less.     A  stream 

Of  tragic  desolating  imagery 

Swept  through  his  mind  :  a  famished  peasantry 

Housed  in  vile  dens  mid  pestilential  filth, 

Perishing  on  a  soil  of  fertile  tilth  ; 

Ruthless  collectors,  greedy  and  fraudulent 

Of  every  kind  of  tax,  tithe,  debt  and  rent, 

Grinding  the  poor  man's  face  and  swallowing 

Cornfield  and  vineyard  in  the  name  of  the  king  ; 

Young  men  and  old  by  hundreds,  feeble  and  strong, 

Herded  from  their  homes  and  driven  along 

In  roped  gangs,  some  to  labour  beneath  whips 

As  slaves  in  the  king's  mines,  or  on  his  ships, 

Some  to  be  hewers  of  timber  and  of  stone 

In  distant  quarry  and  forest,  some  to  be 

Artificers  and  masons,  or  to  groan 

'Neath  burdens  upon  backs  no  longer  free, 

Building  on  Mount  Moriah  with  their  blood 

Palaces  for  King  Solomon,  or  his  God. 

Such  then  the  damnatory  store  had  been 

Of  mildewed  memories  the  old  man  could  glean, 

As  through  the  land  he  had  wandered  to  and  fro, 

Sojourning  with  the  common  folk,  that  so 

Skill  in  the  Hebrew  tongue  to  speak  with  power, 

And  knowledge  might  not  fail  him  in  the  hour 

Of  trial,  needful  knowledge  of  how  best 

To  put  this  wise  king's  wisdom  to  the  test 

Unhappy  Solomon  !     How  can  he  deny 

Doubt  or  ignore  Truth's  stern  accusing  eye, 
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Haunting  his  inmost  soul  ?     Escape  was  none, 
Where  witness,  judge  and  culprit,  all  were  one. 
Just  appeared  now  the  old  man's  irony, 
His  veiled  rebuke,  so  courteous  and  so  sly  : 
Most  just  his  scorn-retorting  eloquence 
At  Adoniram's  barbarous  insolence. 
And  with  what  retrospective  shame  and  rage 
He  smarted  under  the  vindictive  wage 
For  pride  affronted,  by  Adoniram  paid 
In  stripes  upon  those  aged  shoulders  laid  ! 
Somewhat  indeed  his  jealous  heart  was  eased 
When  he  discerned  how  not  too  greatly  pleased 
By  the  seductive  loveliness  of  the  Queen 
(Blindness  how  fortunate!)  Mu  Wang  had  been. 
Yet  what  if  this  usurper  of  his  fate, 
Reborn  to  manhood  in  his  passionate 
Amorous  body,  now  were  entering  in 
His  soul's  most  secret  pleasure- house  of  sin  ! 
What  profligate,  shame-faced  secrets  might  he  not 
Be  there  discovering  ?     And  alas,  to  what 
Inopportune  renascence  of  desire 
Might  not  contagion  of  that  kindling  fire 
Tempt  his  renewed  youth  ?     Yet  'twas  an  opposite  fear 
That  most  perturbed  King  Solomon.     This  severe 
Steadfast  intelligence — how  could  he  think 
That  from  its  high-throned  wisdom  it  could  sink 
To  the  base  level  of  his  frailty  and  lust, 
And  not  rather  recoil  thence  in  disgust  ? 
What  the  weight  of  that  scorn  could  be,  was  known 
To  him  already  :  but  now  not  alone 
His  wisdom's  vanity  and  foolishness 
Would  be  exposed  and  judged  ;  it  was  no  less 
Than  his  soul's  whole  ignoble  history 
Of  degradation  and  depravity. 
"  My  shame,"  he  thought,  "  were  lighter  to  endure, 
Could  I  but  find  less  righteous  and  less  pure 
Than  first  he  seemed,  this  judge  of  mine.     Some  few 
Venial  faults  and  vices  in  him  too — 
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What  balm,  what  comfort  it  would  bring  to  ieel 

He  too  had  follies  he  would  fain  conceal?" 

So  once  more  he  began,  urged  by  such  hope, 

After  those  ghosts  of  memory  to  grope. 

And,  since  the  truth  must  needs  be  fairly  told, 

Somewhat  at  first  was  Solomon  consoled, 

When  he  discovered  many  a  deed  and  thought 

That  seemed  to  have  been  no  wiser  than  it  ought. 

For  even  philosophers  are  woman-born, 

And  in  the  saintliest  flesh  there  lurks  some  thorn. 

hut  whether  most  sinner  or  saint  or  sage 

Mu  Wang  might  be,  through  that  rich  heritage 

Of  serene  reminiscence  wandering  on 

Delightedly,  the  mind  of  Solomon 

To  happy  self-oblivion  was  beguiled, 

Bewildered  and  contented,  like  a  child 

Bred  in  the  noisome  entrails  of  some  vast 

Populous  city,  when  he  beholds  at  last 

The  untainted  loveliness  of  earth  and  sky, 

Meadows,  trees,  flowers,  and  the  majesty 

Of  hills,  and  water,  falling  or  at  rest. 

Now  while  thus  Solomon,  an  enchanted  guest, 

Reconciled  to  his  strange  environment 

Wandered  as  through  a  land  of  dreams,  content 

To  learn  dream-wisdom,  suddenly  there  crept 

Drowsiness  o'er  his  spirit,  and  he  slept. 


IV 

IN  the  cool  morn  Balkis  and  Solomon 
Within  the  palace  garden  walked  alone ; 
Alone,  except  for  Asmodai.     Unseen 
He  hovered  nigh  and  listened,  while  the  Queen 
Communing  with  her  royal  sage  revealed 
All  things  that  lay  within  her  heart  concealed. 
Herbs,  beasts  and  birds  and  insects  were  her  themes, 
Gods  too  and  demons,  prophecies  and  dreams, 
The  government  of  kingdoms,  the  designs 
And  styles  of  altars,  palaces  and  shrines. 
Of  Good  and  Evil,  Truth  and  Destiny, 
Of  Life  and  Death  she  reasoned  seriously : 
Fain  too  would  she  have  spoken,  had  she  dared, 
Of  Love,  and  many  a  wise  speech  she  prepared, 
But  on  her  tongue  each  time  unvoiced  it  stayed  ; 
For  always  there  seemed  something  that  forbade 
In  Solomon's  demeanour,  some  new  strange 
Reserve,  she  knew  not  what,  some  dim-felt  change. 
And  though  with  courteous  and  kindly  grace 
He  answered  all  she  said,  yet  in  his  face 
A  shade  of  weariness  she  soon  divined  : 
(Sage  women  to  such  warnings  are  not  blind :) 
So,  fearful  on  a  sudden  not  to  seem 
Irksome  or  garrulous,  she  changed  her  theme, 
And  said  :  "  Ah,  Solomon,  too  long  indeed 
Have  I  discoursed  of  matters  that  exceed 
The  weak  scope  of  my  wit.     But  now,  I  pray, 
Speak  thyself  of  true  Wisdom,  by  what  way 
Thou  hast  attained  it ;  whether  from  the  lips 
Of  wise  men,  or  from  books,  those  freighted  ships 
Of  knowledge,  voyaging  from  age  to  age, 
And  soul  to  soul ;  or  as  a  heritage 
From  thy  great  sire  to  Wisdom  wast  thou  born  ? 
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Or  in  tranced  vision  did  its  glory  dawn, 

And  rapt  in  ecstacy  before  God's  throne 

The  mysteries  of  all  Being  wast  thou  shown  ?  " 

Solomon  for  a  moment  answered  nought, 

But  sighed,  as  though  perturbed  by  saddening  thought, 

Then  spoke  :  "  Long  years  ago,  when  I  was  young," 

(Surprised  the  Queen  looked  up,  but  checked  her  tongue :) 

"  Even  as  thou  dost  now,  so  in  my  youth 

I  too  thirsted  for  Wisdom  and  for  Truth, 

And  sought  at  many  wells  to  quench  my  thirst, 

From  dead  books  and  from  living  sages  first, 

By  contemplation  then  of  humankind, 

Of  nature,  and  the  depths  of  my  own  mind  : 

But  it  availed  nought ;  Wisdom  was  not  there. 

At  length  I  heard  a  traveller  declare 

That  mid  far  mountains  there  dwelt  one  who  had 

Once  attained  Wisdom,  but  that  he  now  was  mad. 

I  left  my  throne ;  I  journeyed  many  days, 

Until  I  stood  before  that  wise  man's  face. 

1  Master,'  I  said,  *  if  verily,  as  men  say, 

Thou  hast  attained  true  Wisdom,  then,  I  pray, 

Instruct  me ;  for  I  too  would  fain  be  wise.'- 

Awhile  he  looked  on  me  with  vacant  eyes  ; 

At  length  he  smiled  and  said  :  '  The  Spirit  of  Thought 

One  day  became  aware  that  he  knew  nought : 

Whereat  in  quest  of  knowledge  he  set  forth, 

And  journeyed  many  leagues  towards  the  North. 

At  length  after  long  wanderings  he  came 

To  a  flowery  meadow,  where  sat  one  whose  name 

Was  Do-nothing  Say-nothing.     Courteously 

The  Spirit  of  Thought  addressed  him.    "  Pardon  me, 

Most  honoured  Sir  ;  I  pray  you  be  so  kind 

As  to  teach  me  by  what  effort  of  the  mind, 

And  by  what  cogitations  one  may  reach 

The  Truth  of  things.     Also,  I  pray  thee,  teach 

Relying  upon  what,  and  what  pursuing, 

May  one  know  Truth,  how  seeking  and  how  doing." 

Do-nothing  Say-nothing  made  no  reply ; 

Not  that  he  would  not,  but  that  verily 
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He  could  not.     So  the  Spirit  of  Thought  turned  round, 

And  journeyed  towards  the  West,  until  he  found 

All-in-extremes,  gathering  fresh  glow-worms 

To  fill  his  reading-lamp ;  whom  in  like  terms 

He  questioned.     Up  jumped  All-in-extremes.     "  Oh  ho !  " 

He  cried  ;  "  congratulate  yourself.     /  know. 

Yes,  I  can  tell  you  :  yes,  indeed.  .  .  ."     But  just 

As  he  was  going  to  speak,  he  seemed  nonplussed, 

Blushed  and  was  silent.     He  had  quite  forgot 

All  he  had  meant  to  say.     The  Spirit  of  Thought 

Turned  then,  and  journeyed  Eastward  ;  till  one  day 

He  met  the  Spirit  of  Life,  who  blithe  and  gay 

Was  hopping  like  a  sparrow  to  and  fro, 

Slapping  his  ribs  and  thighs.     "  I  want  to  know ; 

Yes,  to  know  something,"  the  Thought-Spirit  said. 

"  Pooh ! "  said  the  Spirit  of  Life,  and  shook  his  head 

Like  one  who  disapproves.     The  questions  put, 

Again  he  shook  his  head,  and  leapt  nine  foot 

High  in  the  air.     The  Thought-Spirit  grew  wroth, 

Deeming  an  insult  meant,  and  blurted  forth : 

"  Old  fool,  what  are  you  doing  ?  "     "I  just  stroll." 

11  Stroll !  "  cried  the  other.     "  And  to  what  goal  ?  "     "  No 

goal. 

I  wander  on  at  random  without  knowing 
What  'tis  I  want,  nor  whither  I  am  going. 
Thus  in  ecstatic  mood  I  roam  all  day 
Watching  how  all  things  take  their  destined  way. 
What  should  I  want  with  knowing  ?  "     "  Alas,  friend," 
Said  the  Thought-Spirit,  "  I  too  without  end 
Must  roam  ;  but  knowledge  also  I  must  find  : 
For  'tis  to  me  the  whole  of  humankind 
Looks  for  their  guide  and  saviour  from  life's  ills. 
What  must  I  do  ?  "     "  Do  nothing.     Knowledge  kills. 
'Tis  poison.     Leave  it,"  the  Life-Spirit  cried. 
"  If  steadfast  be  thy  heart,  thou  mayst  abide 
In  blissful  inaction  ;  and  its  own  way  so 
Blissfully  of  itself  the  world  will  go. 
Slough  ofifyour  body  :  spit  forth  intelligence  : 
Forget  the  world  :  rest  in  indifference  : 
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Become  with  the  Infinite  in  harmony: 

Release  your  heart,  and  let  your  soul  go  free. 

Turn  back  to  the  Unknown.     For  thee  let  all 

Being  revert  to  its  primordial 

Unknowledgeable  Oneness.     Yea  that  pure 

Perfect  Simplicity  will  not  endure 

The  breath  of  knowledge.     Forbear  then  to  trouble 

Its  quietude,  lest  it  vanish  like  a  bubble. 

Vex  it  not  with  analysis,  nor  invent 

Causes,  relations,  names  ;  but  rest  content 

With  knowing  nothing.     Leave  your  useless  quest  ; 

So  of  themselves  will  all  things  prosper  best.'" 

"  The  traveller  spoke  truth,"  broke  in  the  Queen. 

"  Wise  in  some  sort  your  sage  may  once  have  been  ; 

But  verily  he  was  mad  when  he  spoke  so." 

"  Tis  oft-times  hard,"  said  Solomon,  "  to  know 

Wisdom  from  madness.     He  seemed  mad  :  and  yet 

A  wiser  man  perchance  I  never  met." 

"  What  may  he  mean  ?  "  she  wondered.    "  Does  he  jest  ? 

Or  does  he  in  riddling  fantasies  invest 

Some  deep  and  serious  truth  ?  "     She  felt  aggrieved  : 

For  if  he  jested,  'twas  that  he  believed 

Her  mind  too  frivolous  for  profounder  thought. 

Yet  if  he  spoke  in  earnest,  then  she  ought 

To  have  understood  :  yet  that  she  scarce  had  done. 

At  last  she  said  :  "  But  tell  me,  Solomon  ; 

Was  the  Thought-Spirit  convinced  ?  "     "I  cannot  tell," 

He  answered.    "  As  to  that,  the  parable 

Said  nothing.     For  a  while  he  may  have  been  ; 

Yet  not  for  long."    "  No,  surely,"  said  the  Queen. 

*'  For  thought  is  ever  restless  as  the  wind, 

And  ever  must  be  seeking  till  it  find 

The  mystery  of  causes  and  effects, 

Of  substance  and  relation.     Thought  rejects 

All  it  may  not  define  or  know."     "  'Tis  true," 

Solomon  answered.     "  And  alas  !  I  too 

By  this  disease  of  thought,  like  other  men, 

Am  sore  afflicted.     What  avails  it  then 

With  knowledge  to  proclaim  myself  at  strife  ? 
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And  yet  it  well  may  be  the  Spirit  of  Life 

Was  happier  than  his  questioner,  and  more  wise. 

And  those  two  others  how  may  I  despise  ? 

That  Do-nothing  Say-nothing,  who  knew  not, 

And  All-in-extremes,  who  knew,  and  straight  forgot  ? 

But  envious  discontent  is  an  ill  friend  ; 

And  what  we  are,  we  must  remain  to  the  end." 

Silent  awhile  they  wandered  side  by  side. 

How  changed,  she  thought,  from  Solomon  in  his  pride 

And  eloquence  of  yesterday,  appeared 

This  gentle  sceptic,  yet  the  more  endeared 

By  the  sad  wistful  humour  of  his  mood, 

That  seemed  o'er  its  own  pensiveness  to  brood  ! 

If  knowledge  then  were  nought  but  vanity, 

And  to  know  that  were  wisdom's  truth,  ah  why, 

When  he  was  answering  that  old  grey-beard, 

Had  he  not  spoken  so  ?     Perhaps  he  feared 

To  seem  unwise,  owning  before  all  men 

His  knowledge  was  mere  foolishness.     But  then 

By  what  right,  knowing  himself  thus  insincere, 

On  others  had  he  dared  to  be  severe  ? 

"  Solomon,"  said  she,  "  know'st  thou  whence  he  came, 

That  bold-tongued  disputant,  and  what  his  name  ? 

Doubtless  his  chastisement  was  justified  : 

Yet  in  his  mien  there  was  a  noble  pride, 

Nor  like  some  vulgar  sophist's  was  his  tongue. 

It  may  be  in  our  wrath  we  did  him  wrong." 

Smiling  the  King  replied  :  "  That  well  may  be. 

Though,  if  too  harsh  his  penance,  none  but  he 

Must  bear  that  blame.     But  folly's  recompense 

Long  enough  has  he  suffered.     His  offence 

We  pardon  :  and  from  prison  now  released 

To-night  at  our  own  table  he  shall  feast." 

Which  when  he  heard,  Asmodai  stayed  no  more. 
Away  he  flew,  and  under  the  prison  door 
In  likeness  of  a  louse  across  the  floor 
Creeping,  entered  the  sleeve  of  Israel's  king, 
Who  in  changed  shape  still  lay  there  slumbering 
After  his  night  of  horror.     By  one  sharp  prick 


The  demon  wakened  him  ;  then  in  the  nick 
Vanished  beneath  his  fingers  into  air. 
Solomon  gazed  round  with  bewildered  stare. 
Faint  through  the  narrow  window  shone  the  day, 
And  showed  his  fellow-prisoners  as  they  lay 
Or  cross-legged  squatted  mid  putrescent  straw, 
Or  sullenly  paced  up  and  down  the  floor 
Like  jackals  caged.     One  of  these,  when  he  saw 
The  new-comer  had  waked,  stopped  in  his  prowl, 
And  said  :  "  Would  I  had  learnt  thine  art,  old  owl, 
To  doze  away  the  morning,  and  beguile 
Some  few  hours'  misery !     'Twould  be  worth  the  while* 
Surely  the  king's  rods  must  be  charmed,  since  they 
Lulled  thee  to  sleep  so  long  and  deep.     But  say, 
What  brought  thee  hither  ?  "     "  Folly,"  Solomon  said  : 
"  A  wise  king's  folly."     The  other  shook  his  head. 
"  Solomon  is  an  evil  king :  but  who 
Can  say  he  is  a  foolish  one ? "     "I  do." 
Out  of  a  shadowy  corner  a  laugh  broke. 
'Twas  Asmodai :  but  none  could  see  who  spoke. 
"  Yes,  thou  and  I,  old  man,  we  should  know  best, 
Since  we  two  have  put  his  wisdom  to  the  test, 
And  proved  it  wanting  :  for  which  cause  we  both 
Lie  here  for  the  crime  of  daring  to  speak  truth." 
Then  gliding  close,  invisible  as  wind, 
Into  the  ear  of  Solomon  the  fiend 
Whispered  :  "  I  was  thy  servant,  Asmodai. 
Within  thy  gardens,  while  I  hovered  nigh, 
They  walked  together  in  discourse  serene  : 
And  well  I  marked  the  love  that  grew  between 
The  frail  enamoured  heart  of  Sheba's  Queen 
And  the  inheritor  of  thy  lewd  dust." 
"  Thou  liest,"  Solomon  answered.     "  Him  do  I  trust." 
The  demon,  snubbed,  yet  well  content  to  find 
His  stratagem  so  ripening  to  his  mind, 
Withdrew  to  his  dark  corner  and  began 
To  interrogate  the  prisoners  man  by  man, 
What   brought   them    to   that   plight.     One    said:   "My 
brother 
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Was  son-in-law  to  Shimmei."     Another 
Grumbled  :  "  My  wife  was  loved  by  Solomon." 
A  third  said  •  "  Adoniram  loved  my  son." 
A  fourth  :  "  It  was  my  land  that  Adoniram 
Loved  overmuch."     A  fifth  said  :  "  And  mine  Hiram, 
That  cunning  worker  in  brass  and  thief  of  gold." 
Last  a  grim  figure,  stern  and  gaunt  and  old, 
Rose  from  its  straw  and  cried  :  "  Why  am  I  here  ? 
Because  in  the  King's  presence  without  fear 
I  spake  as  the  Lord  bade  me  speak,  and  cried 
Aloud  against  the  sin  of  fratricide, 
And  whoredom,  and  idolatry.  .  .  ."     No  more 
He  said  ;  for  suddenly  the  dungeon  door 
Flew  wide,  and  on  the  threshold  glistening 
Stood  the  refulgent  semblance  of  the  King. 
And  as  the  ancient  Grecian  legends  tell 
How,  when  beneath  the  dark  portals  of  Hell 
A  bright  intruding  vision  Orpheus  stood, 
Hushed  were  all  sounds  of  dole,  and  the  dread  brood 
Of  Furies  gaped  and  blinked  in  fierce  surprise, 
And  even  throned  Hades  veiled  his  dazzled  eyes, 
But  in  the  soul  of  lost  Eurydice 
Sprang  amazed  hope,  fluttering  tremulously, 
So  to  compare  fable  with  history's  truth, 
When  on  those  prisoned  eyes  the  beauteous  youth 
And  splendour  of  King  Solomon  shone  forth, 
Fear  and  astonishment,  dismay  and  wrath 
Fell  on  all  hearts,  save  his  alone  who  most 
Had  cause  for  shuddering,  as  at  his  own  ghost. 
But  now,  humbled  and  awed,  with  patient  trust 
He  waited  the  event,  come  what  come  must, 
Even  admiring  without  jealousy 
The  royal  grace  and  natural  dignity 
With  which  the  usurper  of  his  name  and  throne 
Possessed  the  body  that  had  been  his  own. 
Yet  when  that  placid  serious  regard, 
Travelling  from  face  to  face,  at  length  gazed  hard 
Into  his  own,  and  as  upon  his  child 
A  father's  might,  filled  with  glad  light  and  smiled, 
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Then  guiltily  the  soul  of  Solomon  quailed, 

As  though  its  darkest  privacies  were  unveiled 

To  the  perusal  of  those  quiet  eyes. 

The  seeming  Solomon  drew  near  :  "  Arise, 

My  friend,"  he  said,  and  took  him  by  the  hand, 

And  raised  him  to  his  feet.     Scarce  could  he  stand, 

Such  weakness  and  fatigue  came  over  him. 

Painfully  now  in  every  joint  and  limb 

He  felt  and  knew  the  horror  of  old  age, 

And  closed  his  eyes  in  shame  and  grief  and  rage, 

Loth  to  behold  the  spectre  of  his  youth 

Insulting  his  despair  with  well-meant  ruth. 

Once  more  he  heard  his  own  voice  speaking  :  "  Friend, 

The  wrong  we  have  done  thee  we  would  fain  amend. 

For  daring  to  speak  truth  before  our  face, 

Yesterday  thou  wast  thrust  into  this  place. 

To-day  the  heart  of  Solomon  is  changed, 

And  with  a  mind  no  more  from  truth  estranged 

He  now  would  honour  whom  he  then  oppressed. 

If  thou  canst  pardon  injuries  confessed, 

Refuse  not  now  to  be  my  friend  and  guest." 

Solomon  with  low-murmured  gratitude 

Made  answer  ;  yet  with  bowed  head  still  he  stood, 

Pleading  a  suppliant  for  like  clemency 

On  all  who  lay  within  that  loathly  sty, 

Whatever  their  offence  against  the  king's 

Majesty,  or  against  his  underlings. 

"  For  often  are  kings  ignorant,"  said  he, 

"  How  for  small  faults,  or  none  at  all  maybe, 

Their  subjects  are  condemned  in  their  own  name 

Unjustly  to  imprisonment  and  shame." 

The  other  smiling  answered  :  "  Thou  should'st  know 

Best  of  all  men  if  this  indeed  be  so. 

Therefore  at  thy  request  we  free  these  men. 

Moreover  we  give  order  that  this  den 

Be  cleansed  of  all  its  filth  :  for  here  to-night 

Must  Adoniram  lodge ;  and  it  were  right 

That  one  of  such  high  place  and  dignity 

Should  have  a  cleanly  floor  whereon  to  lie." 
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V 

So  Adoniram  now  to  prison  goes, 
And  there  must  learn  to  endure  the  lot  of  those 
Whom  his  own  callous  cruelty  oft-times 
Unjustly  had  sent  thither,  for  no  crimes 
Save  such  as  he  himself  would  fain  commit. 
Meanwhile  each  day  at  Solomon's  table  sit 
His  honoured  guests,  Balkis  the  Queen,  and  he 
Whom  all  men  else  deemed  was  Mu  Wang,  but  we 
And  Asmodai,  wiser  than  they  could  be, 
Know  was  the  very  self  of  Solomon. 
Radiantly  the  eyes  of  Balkis  shone, 
Whene'er  the  stranger  sage  and  the  wise  king, 
Prompted  by  her  ingenious  questioning, 
Would  reveal  to  her  ears  in  subtle  speech 
The  wisdom  hidden  within  the  hearts  of  each. 
"  These  two,"  she  thought,  "  of  all  men  now  on  earth 
Must  be  the  wisest,  and  their  words  most  worth 
Laying  to  heart,  and  copying,  as  I  do, 
On  tablets  night  by  night.     Yet  of  the  two 
Solomon  is  the  wisest  to  my  mind." 
These  thoughts  of  hers  were  easily  divined 
By  the  true  Solomon  ;  nor  could  he  quite 
Refrain  sometimes  from  making,  in  despite 
His  new-found  wisdom,  the  old  stale  parade 
Of  puerile  scholastic  rhodomontade, 
Erudite  pedantry  and  omniscience. 
But  now  the  full  stream  of  his  eloquence 
Was  each  time  checked  by  a  still-voiced  reproof, 
As  though  deep  in  his  soul  there  dwelt  aloof 
Some  other  wiser  soul,  severe  yet  kind, 
Watchful  ever  to  warn  and  to  remind. 
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Then  haply  meeting  the  king's  gaze,  he  winced 

Before  the  smile  of  his  own  eyes,  convinced 

Of  folly  ;  and  thus  abashed  would  remain  mum  ; 

While  Balkis  wondered  why  his  lips  grew  dumb 

In  rhetoric's  mid-flight     But  Asmodai, 

Ever  a  rapt  eavesdropper  lurking  nigh 

Invisible,  rejoiced  at  each  new  sign 

Of  the  alteration  wrought  by  his  design 

In  Solomon's  soul  ;  and  day  by  day  he  grew 

More  hopeful  yet  to  find  no  cause  to  rue 

His  over-daring  boast  and  guarantee 

That  within  forty  days  assuredly 

The  son  of  David,  Yahveh's  favourite, 

Would  have  proclaimed  himself  a  hypocrite, 

Who  neither  was  more  righteous  nor  more  just 

Than  is  the  common  lot  of  human  dust, 

Whose  vaunted  knowledge,  even  as  other  men's, 

Was  nought  else  but  imposture  and  pretence. 

Yet  though  the  fiend  now  knew  that  Solomon's  mind 

Was  duly  by  misfortune  disciplined, 

First  to  their  former  bodies  either  soul 

He  must  restore,  then  leave  to  Fate's  control 

Whether  his  plot  shall  speed,  or  he  be  driven 

A  hopeless  exile  from  the  courts  of  Heaven. 

And  as  a  desperate  alchemist  intent 

On  some  periculous  experiment, 

Whereon  great  hopes  are  staked,  watching  retort 

And  frail  cucurbite,  stands  with  anxious  thought 

Doubting,  debating,  calculating,  timing 

Whether  the  fateful  moment  for  subliming 

Be  come  at  length,  or  no  ;  thus  Asmodai 

Would  often  ponder  long  and  dubiously 

How  with  least  risk  of  failure,  on  what  day, 

At  what  hour,  in  what  place,  'twere  best  to  play 

His  final  trick  of  metempsychic  skill, 

That  with  his  own  lips  and  of  his  own  free  will 

Confessing,  Solomon  might  confound  the  Host 

Of  Heaven,  and  justify  the  accuser's  boast 
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Time  stays  not  even  for  greatest  queens  and  kings, 
And  happiest  hours  are  fledged  with  swiftest  wings. 
So  to  the  grief  of  Balkis  all  too  soon 
The  day  of  parting  came.     Her  last  forenoon 
As  was  her  wont  she  sat  beside  the  king 
Within  the  Porch  of  Judgment,  listening 
While  he  despatched  as  speedily  as  might  be 
Needful  affairs  of  state  :  a  new  decree 
To  rectify  the  obsolete  calendar  ; 
A  stern  rebuke  to  an  unjust  gatherer 
Of  royal  rents  ;  appeals  from  lower  courts 
To  the  King's  equity,  seasonal  reports 
From  governors  and  spies  ;  drafts  of  new  laws. 
The  morning's  business  done,  after  brief  pause, 
Towards  her  host  the  Queen  of  Sheba  turned 
And  said  :  "  Great  Solomon,  much  have  I  learned, 
And  much  unlearned,  since  I  became  thy  guest : 
But  one  truth  precious  beyond  all  the  rest 
It  now  behoves  me  most  not  to  forget : 
The  vanity  of  eloquence.     And  yet 
This  last  time  pardon,  if  in  lofty  phrase 
Sincerely  from  my  heart  I  speak  in  praise 
Of  thee  and  of  thy  Wisdom.     It  was  true, 
That  report  which  the  winds  of  rumour  blew 
To  my  far  land.     Howbeit  in  no  wise 
Would  I  believe,  until  with  mine  own  eyes, 
Visiting  thee,  I  had  seen  it ;  and  behold, 
Not  the  half  of  the  truth  had  I  been  told. 
Thy  greatness  and  thy  wisdom  far  exceed 
The  fame  that  I  had  heard.     Happy  indeed 
Are  these  thy  servants  ;  happy  must  they  be 
That  stand  before  thy  throne  continually 
And  hear  thy  wisdom.     Blessed  be  the  Lord 
Yahveh,  thy  God,  and  in  all  lands  adored, 
Since  he  delighted  in  thee,  and  on  the  throne 
Of  Israel  set  thee.     Yea  by  this  alone, 
That  he  hath  made  thee  King,  may  men  know  well 
How  Yahveh,  thy  God,  loveth  Israel, 
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That  he  chose  one  so  wise  to  rule  and  bless 

His  people,  and  judge  them  in  all  righteousness." 

She  ended  ;  while  throughout  the  crowded  hall 

Discreet  applause  broke  forth,  and  the  eyes  of  all 

Expectantly  were  fixed  upon  the  throne. 

Hut  Solomon  sat  rigid  as  a  stone, 

Staring  before  him  with  unconscious  gaze 

Void  of  all  speculation.     In  amaze 

The  audience  waited  ;  and  thus  whispering 

One  to  the  other  would  men  say  :  "  The  King — 

What  ails  him,  that  he  gapes  like  one  in  trance  ? 

Or  hath  he  taken  some  offence  perchance 

At  aught  the  Queen  hath  said  ?     Poor  lady !     She 

At  least  meant  no  offence.     So  prettily 

She  spoke,  'tis  plain  she's  half  in  love.     But  these 

Great  royal  sages  are  often  hard  to  please." 

Still  spell-bound  sat  King  Solomon  ;  and  though  none 

Heeded  him,  at  the  throne's  foot  there  stood  one 

Spell-bound  and  tranced  alike  :  for  now  at  last, 

Waylaying  the  ripe  instant  ere  it  passed, 

Asmodai,  by  the  stolen  talisman 

With  irresistible  magic  armed,  began 

Invisibly  to  draw  the  changeling  soul 

Forth  through  the  lips  of  each,  and  swallowed  whole 

Down  his  fiend's  maw,  each  in  turn  so  convey 

Home  to  its  proper  residence  of  clay. 

When  that  proud  king,  who  like  a  grazing  ox 

Felt  it  no  shame  mid  his  own  herds  and  flocks 

Faring  on  hands  and  feet,  wet  with  the  dew 

Of  heaven,  with  human  lips  to  crop  and  chew 

The  grass,  until  the  hairs  upon  him  grew 

Like  eagles'  feathers,  like  birds'  claws  his  nails, 

When  at  length  from  his  darkened  mind  the  veils 

Of  bestial  madness  lifted  as  mists  rise, 

And  he  looked  up  to  heaven  with  unsealed  eyes, 

And  reason's  flood  swept  eddying  back  to  fill 

The  stagnant  shores  of  thought  and  conscious  will, 

Then  in  his  wakening  heart  obscurely  blent 

S3 


Joy,  shame,  remorse,  hope  and  bewilderment 

Amazedly  conflicted.     Even  so 

Through  Solomon's  heart  now  swarming  to  and  fro 

A  tumult  of  like  passions  raged.     Awhile 

Seemingly  calm  he  sat  and  immobile, 

Till  suddenly  his  wandering  vision  fell 

On  him  whose  mirrored  face  he  knew  so  well, 

His  own  a  brief  while  since  ;  and  memory 

Of  the  Queen's  misconceiving  eulogy 

Revived  within  his  mind.     Oh  pitiful  lie! 

Irony  too  degrading  to  be  borne 

By  his  new-won  self-knowledge  and  self-scorn  ! 

He  leapt  up  and  with  wild  eyes  stared  around. 

In  consternation  his  grave  counsellors  frowned, 

Concerned  to  see  their  master's  royal  guest 

By  such  insane  discourtesy  distressed. 

But  soon,  recovering  lost  self-mastery, 

Calmly  he  spoke :  "  Nay,  Balkis,  who  am  I 

That  thou  shouldst  flatter  and  belaud  me  so  ? 

Surely  ironic  is  thy  praise,  as  though, 

Because  intrigue  and  chance  of  birth  had  made  me 

A  king's  heir,  and  in  wealth  and  glory  arrayed  me, 

Therefore  no  less  in  royalty  of  mind 

I  must  excel  the  base  herd  of  mankind  ! 

As  though  wisdom  and  virtue  must  accrue 

Proportioned  to  a  rich  king's  revenue ! 

What  then  is  he  whom  thus  men  idolize, 

This  worshipped  calf  of  gold,  this  god,  more  wise 

Than  common  folk,  more  righteous  and  more  just? 

Tis  one  in  whom  infinity  of  lust, 

Attired  in  scarlet  robes  of  power  and  pride, 

By  fawning  fear  corruptly  glorified, 

May  scorn  opinion  and  rage  unrestrained  : 

Who  the  pure  name  of  Justice  has  profaned 

To  commit  private  crime :  who  with  the  plea 

Of  public  good  and  state  necessity 

Can  justify  and  purge  even  the  guilt 

Of  a  brother's  blood  on  trivial  pretext  spilt : 
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Who  masks  oppression's  wrong  and  consecrates 
Extortion  in  his  God's  name  and  the  state's, 
Building  to  Yahveh's  glory  and  his  own — 
A  man's  life  the  price  spent  for  every  stone- 
Temple,  palace  and  fortress,  halls  and  towers 
For  Pride,  for  Luxury  and  Lust  their  bowers. 
And  for  his  vaunted  Wisdom — Oh  best  of  friends, 
His  was  not  the  true  Wisdom  that  transcends 
The  subtlety  and  pomp  of  learned  speech, 
But  ambitious  neither  to  refute  nor  teach, 
Abides  in  silence,  watchful  and  content 
To  contemplate  the  circling  firmament 
Of  things  that  form  and  pass,  are  born  and  die, 
As  a  calm  lake  reflects  the  inconstant  sky, 
Imaging  steadfastly  each  transient  hue, 
From  dawn  to  dusk,  from  dusk  to  noontide  blue, 
Each  flight  of  birds,  each  shape  of  drifting  cloud, 
The  travelling  sun  and  moon,  the  bright  star-crowd 
Governed  by  unimaginable  law : 
Such  Wisdom,  nourished  and  controlled  by  awe, 
Solomon's  was  not,  but  a  vain  pretence 
Thereof,  a  shadow  to  cheat  ignorance. 
But  now,  awakened  from  vainglorious  dreams, 
He  sees  and  knows  himself,  not  as  he  seems. 
Henceforth,  purged  by  self-knowledge  from  pride's  sin, 
True  Wisdom's  quest  may  Solomon  begin." 
He  ceased.     The  crowd,  bewildered  and  aghast, 
With  held  breath  waited  ;  till  the  Queen  at  last 
Found  voice  to  break  the  silence :  "  Oh  sublime 
And  perfect  proof  of  wisdom,  for  all  time, 
Past,  present  and  to  come,  unparalleled  ! 
For  thou  alone  of  mortals  hast  beheld 
The  vanity  and  nothingness  of  all 
That  wisest  men  deem  wisdom,  yet  withal, 
Magnanimously  humble,  wouldst  refuse 
The  name  of  wise,  and  shrink'st  not  to  accuse 
Of  vanity  thy  life  and  thy  renown, 
Thou,  who  of  human  greatness  art  the  crown." 
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But  the  King  stood  unheeding,  lapsed  in  thought. 

At  last  he  stirred  and  looked  round  :  his  eye  sought 

Some  face  among  the  crowd  ;  and  "  Oh  my  friend," 

He  cried,  "  where  art  thou  ?     Come  forth  and  ascend, 

In  self-convicted  Solomon's  place,  this  throne, 

Whereof  by  proof  I  know  that  thou  alone 

Of  men  art  worthy.     Where  then  art  thou  ?     Why 

Delayest  thou  ?  "     But  there  came  no  reply : 

For  unobserved  silently  from  the  throng 

Mu  Wang  had  vanished  ;  nor  though  far  and  long 

The  King  bade  search,  evermore  was  he  seen. 

Thereafter  how  he  soothed  the  unheeded  Queen, 

And  how  excusing  his  discourtesy 

He  won  her  pardon,  and  how  gratefully 

To  her  sage  royal  friend  she  bade  farewell, 

All  this  'twere  wearisome  at  more  length  to  tell. 

But  what  now  of  the  fiend  ?     His  wager  won, 

How  fared  he  when  he  came  before  the  throne 

Of  Solomon's  God  ?     What  then  said  Asmodai 

To  Yahveh,  and  how  did  Yahveh  make  reply  ? 

What  did  the  Seraph  Abdiel  say  or  do? 

Record  or  legend  of  that  interview 

There  is  none  ;  nor  may  I  presume  to  invent 

Feigned  dialogue  on  such  high  argument. 

Yet  this  for  truth  I  know,  that  soon  the  King 

Discovered  on  his  finger  the  lost  ring, 

Although  henceforth  in  answer  to  his  call 

Appeared  no  more  that  old  reluctant  thrall, 

But  a  new  servant,  who  for  all  his  zeal 

And  virtue,  would  cause  Solomon  to  feel 

At  times  perchance  regret,  he  scarce  knew  why, 

For  the  wantonness  and  wit  of  Asmodai. 
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